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Definitions / Conceptualisations used in this thesis 
 
Throughout this thesis, I use terms that need to be clarified within the context of 
the study.  
 
Migrants  
Based upon everyday usage, the term ‘migrant’ is associated with movement 
across ‘international borders’ for various reasons. But this definition is contested 
with no consistency of usage, neither in scholarly works nor policy. That said, in 
this study, a migrant is anyone who either voluntarily or involuntarily moves 
across an international border irrespective of her/his legal status, length of stay or 
purpose (whether fleeing conflict or accessing better material and social resources 
for self and/or family).  
 
Older woman 
I have adopted the definition of the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
instrument - the Minimum Dataset on Ageing in sub-Saharan Africa, which 
classifies old age as 50 years and over.  
 
Realities 
I use the term “realities” to depict the everyday lived experiences of older rural 
women; that is, to showcase the reality of their everyday lives as opposed to 
popularly held beliefs. The older women’s narratives of their daily life events 







I have adopted the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ (UNHCR) 
definition of a refugee - as a person fleeing conflict or persecution who cannot 
return to a situation [wherein his/her] life and freedom are at risk.  
 
Rural  
An area that is not statutorily designated as urban, but geographically located far 
from the main city. It is predominantly dependent on small-scale farming, and 
has underdeveloped basic infrastructure; minimal healthcare facilities, for 
example Kalungi village where this study was conducted. 
 
Rurality 
My use of the term “rurality” infers a way of life associated with the physical, 



















This thesis examines how the recent significant changes to Uganda’s rural 
economy and the consequences of unprecedented levels of in-migration to rural 
villages have impacted on the everyday lives of native and migrant older women. 
The study is located in a culturally diverse small rural village of Kalungi in 
Mubende district, Uganda. I investigated the rural complex aspects, for example 
women’s interaction with the structural components that variously shape their 
decision-making, i.e., their acceptance or resistance, adaptation, or endurance of 
rural socio-economic transformations. I have argued that the combined influences 
of the market, community, and capital shape the social and economic realities of 
those ageing in a capitalist rural environment, perceivably more than the ageing 
process itself. And here I have drawn upon two interconnected theoretical 
frameworks; Gudeman’s theory of the dialectical forces of the market and 
community, and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of material and non-material capital 
within communities. Based on these theoretical frameworks, I have developed 
my argument through an analysis of older women’s life stories to demonstrate the 
ways in which rural changes have altered their relationship to land, family and 
social network structures, and the rural communities’ cultures. The thesis 
demonstrates that both natives and migrants experienced these changes as 
disruption and dislocation, within a new ageing environment characterised by 
socio-economic disequilibrium and - in part – precarity, an outcome further 
exacerbated by gender and class. The thesis proposes a five-tier pyramidal rural-
centric framework that provides a basis for reconstructing both our conceptual 
and theoretical understandings of what it means to grow older as either native or 
migrant women in contemporary rural Uganda. It also has a great potential to 
stimulate a critical political debate about the role of capital intersectionality and 





Positioning the research 
 
This thesis explores migrant and native women’s realities of growing older in a 
rapidly changing rural economy in Uganda. In this study, native identity is neither 
tribal nor based on a colonial history of male privilege. Rather, it is based upon 
the different ways that engendered older women’s attachment to place, a concept 
I will refer to as ‘origin within’. This term emerged from how women I 
interviewed articulated their sense of place in a contemporary rural village. Of 
course, within a globalising world, the notion of place-based struggles has 
become more pronounced than ever before (Harcourt & Escobar, 2002). Simply 
because the movement of people and capital (in all its forms) across borders – a 
key feature of capitalism, dilutes notions of culture and place.  
 
Unarguably, native, and migrant aging women in rural villages are caught in this 
struggle as they are at the centre of rural development. This is not because they 
drive the development agenda but because they suffer the consequences of global 
capitalist processes that continue to reconstruct the aspects of culture and 
economy (Efanodor-Obeten Omokiniovo, 2020). Asongu, Efobi, Tanankem, and 
Osabuohien (2020) observe that women continue to experience inequalities 
amidst a globalising economy due to economic production invisibility 
exacerbated by gender relations and recent migration trends. In part, this situation 
produces relations of resistance, entitlement, and privilege. In which case, native 
older women try to create boundaries of their local place to maintain their 
everyday local socio-cultural practices, while migrant older women want to 




Consequently, we have seen what Escobar refers to as place-based struggles 
(Escobar, 2001). This simply means that with the transformation of the economy, 
place-based local cultures and identities are dismantled in favour of global 
market-oriented relations that leave both migrant and native older women feeling 
displaced due to unequal power relations. Escobar alludes to the fact that while 
place and place making are fundamental definers of people’s connection to 
everyday life, the erasure of this understanding from the development discourse 
through neo-liberal reforms denies us the opportunity to articulate the drivers of 
the economy – in this case, the rural economy. And this is not only about the 
economy per se, but also understanding the everyday lives of ageing women away 
from a Eurocentric lens that focuses on the global with little value for the local.  
It is within this contextualisation that I use the terms ‘native’ and ‘migrant’ - 
terms women identified with in a relational sense to locate themselves in the 
shared rural material base (of land, food and community-based associations) that 
defined their social connections, disconnections, capital accumulation, agency 
and precarity amidst a changing rural economy. I acknowledge the difficulties of 
these terms (native and migrant) and I explore them further in chapter 4. 
 
The main argument of this thesis is that whereas ageing needs to be recognised 
as an important factor in the shaping of women’s later life everyday experiences 
in rural villages, more attention should be paid to a host of other  issues, e.g., 
social transformation, in-migration, and failure on the part of the state to align the 
people with the land through appropriate (land) titles and regulation of land use, 
processes designed to protect the well-being of the country’s most vulnerable. Of 
importance here is that ageing is better understood by focusing on how it 
intersects with other social processes rather than in isolation.  
 
In Uganda, as in many countries in the global south, the majority of older people 
- particularly women - live and work in rural villages (HelpAge International, 
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2014). While the current discourse on ageing in sub-Saharan Africa 
acknowledges the over-representation of older women in these areas e.g Kalungi 
village, and their high levels of material poverty (Kowal, Chalapati Rao, Mathers, 
& WHO, 2004; Udvardy & Cattell, 1992; World Health Organization, 2007), 
little has been done to interrogate  the causal factors of these conditions and 
document how they shape women’s later life experiences. In fact, much of the 
discourse on the material lives of those ageing in rural villages attributes their 
poverty: a) to declining family support due to modernization; and, b) to 
urbanization (Aboderin, 2003; Aboderin & Hoffman, 2015). This simplistic 
narrative assumes the homogeneity of older people not only in terms of them 
being passive recipients of support, but also in terms of them having similar later 
life experiences. 
 
In addition, there has been no significant explanation of how older women’s ways 
of living have been either constrained or enhanced by the changing rural 
economy. Older women in rural settings are constantly subjected to stereotyping. 
Certain terminologies - ageing and rurality, for example - when combined with 
gender and class, exacerbate these disempowering discourses. Typically, they are 
framed within discourses of destitution, dependency and homogeneity which 
have dominated the design and implementation of Uganda’s National Older 
Persons Ageing Policy (2009). In effect, they are obfuscating the realities of those 
women who choose to grow older in rural villages.  
  
This research was undertaken in Kalungi, one of Uganda’s culturally diverse, 
rural agricultural villages located in the central region in Mubende district (see 
Figure 1). This region, like other areas in the global south, has undergone socio-
economic, and cultural transformation concomitant with globalisation (Patnaik, 
2003; World Bank, 2010) and migration. Some of these changes have been 
shaped by the development of macroeconomic policy frameworks that promote a 
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neoliberal agenda in which private investment and property ownership are 
stimulated (Calasanti, 2010; Phillipson, 2003, 2010). While all of these aspects 
combine to create different opportunities and challenges for Uganda’s rural 
ageing women as demonstrated in chapters 4, 5 and 6, their impact on the social 
order, family structure and cultures of rural communities remains under-explored.  
 
The above transformations have had varying effects, particularly on the lives of 
native and migrant women opting to spend their later years in the rural regions of 
Uganda. This is in terms of social relations, how they are treated by society, and 
their access to material resources (Estes, 2000). For example, most of these 
women depend upon agriculture as the source of their livelihoods. However, 
Uganda is a patriarchal society wherein men hold more power and privilege in 
terms of ownership of property. Thus, older women’s access to resources, land 
for example, is limited by cultural and political dynamics. While this is usually 
the case, for many ageing women rural living is still considered a choice in which 
they negotiate and create meaningful identities as ageing individuals. However, 
native and migrant elderly women’s voicing of their experiences of ageing in 
rural contexts in Uganda has for decades remained absent from ageing research 
and policy plans. 
 
It is against this understanding that this thesis privileges the voices of both 
migrant and native women – noting that this binary has remained silent in policy 
over the past years,  by exploring the following question: How do older women 
locate themselves as ageing individuals within the context of a changing rural 
economy? This question provides an opportunity to understand the contributing 
factors that underpin the diversity or commonalities that combine to mark their 
ageing experiences (rural realities). The study acknowledges that while age is an 
important social phenomenon that impacts people’s everyday life experiences of 
later life, there are myriad culturally, economically, politically and historically 
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determined factors that are also part of the equation. These factors have been 
further shaped by capitalist globalisation and migration influences which, in their 
different ways, are seriously impacting the lives of women (see Chapter 2) and, 
in the case of this thesis, of elderly rural Ugandan women.  
 
Conceptually this thesis draws upon Gudeman’s theoretical framework of 
economic development (Gudeman, 2008), and Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986), in older to analyse women’s experiences in a changing rural 
economy. Gudeman observes that in an environment of economic development, 
the mobilisation of resources for production e.g., land as demonstrated in chapter 
4 and 5 of this thesis, leads to new socio-economic relations that either unite or 
disconnect people and things. Consistent with Gudeman’s assertion is Bourdieu 
(1986), who views this environment of economic development as a social space 
- in this case the rural village of Kalungi – where material and non-material forms 
of capital work together or against to produce social hierarchies and different 
lifestyles between migrants and natives.   
Additionally, this study, which is framed within a human rights approach that 
directs its attention towards older women’s rural realities in Uganda - sub-
Saharan Africa, adopts feminist and critical gerontology perspectives. The 
research broadly contributes to building a rural-centric feminist gerontological 
framework critical to understanding ageing within rural contexts in the global 
south. Not only is this a necessary step towards informing social welfare and 
ageing policy in Uganda; as well, the research will both emphasise and delineate 
the ‘true morality of emancipation’ for older women (Minkler & Estes, 1999, 
p.38). It will achieve this by explicating the following three sub-contributions: 1) 
it contributes to our understanding of what growing old in a rural area means to a 
contemporary rural migrant or native woman. This has – at least to some extent 
– been achieved through privileging and sharing women’s stories, i.e., narratives 
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that reveal their lived experiences, which have been shaped by the meaning they 
attach to their interaction with their changing environment. In doing so, the thesis 
provides a basis for [re]constructing notions of rural ageing, and for identifying 
the variations in their later life experiences; 2) the research  makes a conceptual 
and theoretical contribution in terms of opening up new ways of viewing rural 
regions and populations.  
This creates an opportunity to analyse the structural differences and 
commonalities that exist in rural regions. By utilising a case study of one rural 
village - Kalungi, the research identifies and documents the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats unique not only to the region, but to the 
local ageing population as well.  Acknowledgement of this uniqueness is 
imperative to avoiding ‘one size fits all’ policy interventions; and, 3) this thesis 
aspires to contribute to the difficult conversation of health and well-being in later 
life. Talking to women about their personal understandings and experiences of a 
meaningful rural life, as well as  contributing to the political debate, attempts to 
‘fix’ health in old age (Bowling & Dieppe, 2005; Cardona, 2008; Estes & 
Phillipson, 2002; Liang & Luo, 2012; Martinson & Berridge, 2014). This draws 
attention to the different ways of looking at well-being that do not follow a 
prescriptive model embedded in market ideologies (Estes, 2014; Timonen, 2016) 
but instead promote agency in different and non-restrictive ways. More to this is 
the fact that the study revealed, as demonstrated in chapter 4, that rural dwelling 
women are not singular but diverse – making the migrant/native binary to be of 
significance. 
 
In the next section of this introductory chapter, I examine the motivation that 
prompted this research, and my positionality, which is informed by a social 





A brief overview of the research setting and study participants 
 
The research site was located within the small village of Kalungi in the central 
region of Uganda in Mubende district. The area has experienced a recent inflow 
of migrants from neighbouring countries. This research is grounded in the 
narratives of older women from diverse ethnic, cultural, and linguistic 
backgrounds. Most of these women – who were aged between 51-89 years - were 
widows who had migrated from Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) at different stages of their lives. While some migrated during their 
reproductive years and have now aged in place, others came as older adults 
fleeing conflict and seeking better economic opportunities. Unarguably, the 
global movement of people over the past 20-30 years has impacted the social 
diversity of rural communities in Uganda. One could suggest that Uganda’s 
progressive refugee host policy,1 and its interstate economic development plans2 
have facilitated these movements and easy settlement in the country’s rural 
villages.  
 
Here I can argue that to a greater extent, the enabling factor of these older women 
to relocate to rural Uganda is the existence of an open land system that enables 
self-settlement without legal ownership of land. As well, there is the added 
attraction of a favourable agricultural environment, which promotes women’s 
 
1 Uganda has been hosting refugees and asylum seekers since 1962 when it achieved its 
independence. However, the 2006 Refugee Act, which provides for freedom of movement, 
right to acquire property, right to work and access to social services has facilitated the 
movement and settlement of refugees within the region and host communities. 
2 Uganda is a member state of the East African Community (EAC) and ratified to the East 
African Common Market Protocol (2010) that not only allows free movement of persons and 
capital (forces of global capitalism), but also grants rights of establishment and residence 
within the receiving community, employment and benefits of social security as accorded to 
workers of a host state.  
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small-scale farming activities. Within this self-settlement scheme, most of these 
older women have been ensnared in a trap that has rendered them ‘squatters’ on 
the land they are currently occupying. Not only is this creating a precarious 
environment of land insecurity; as well, it is exposing the women to the risk of 
poverty. However, that said, the risk of poverty between migrant and native 
women in this study, has been exacerbated by the cultural meanings associated 
with land use. For instance, as I have demonstrated in chapters 4 and 5 that while 
most migrants worked the land to accumulate economic capital for seasonal 
agricultural land hire, some natives on the other hand, focused on subsistence 
farming to feed their families which left them in a more precarious situation. 
 
 
Figure 1: Map of Uganda showing the locations of Mubende district and the neighbouring 





The motivation for this research and positionality 
 
My own interest in this research is driven by a combination of factors. These 
include my work experience with disadvantaged communities, my educational 
background, and the insights of eminent scholars of marginalization such as 
Linda Tuhiwai Smith which, by extension, exposed me to the intricate details of 
oppression and inequality. Drawing on this background, the foundational values 
of this research are embedded in my belief in human rights, equity and women’s 
emancipation, and in challenging exploitative hierarchies and invisibility. Here I 
want to acknowledge being one of these marginalised women; but, unlike so 
many of them, I am privileged with the power to mobilise the ‘powerless’ into 
consciousness-raising.  
 
I am an African, an educated young woman who was born and raised in Kampala 
(the capital of Uganda). My ability to speak Luganda, the dominant language 
spoken in the country, enables me to communicate across cultures. Most 
importantly, I have a good understanding of what it means to be a ‘woman’ living 
in the contexts of urban and/or rural settings in Uganda. This insight is based on 
the fact that I relate to - and interact regularly with - some extended family 
members who live in rural settings. These connections enable me to both observe 
and experience the power dynamics at play. To some extent, this reinforces the 
notion that knowledge generation is a product of our day-to-day social 
interactions (Burr, 2005, p.4). As Mills (2002) maintains, it also reinforces the 
fact that social scientists cannot separate their life experiences from their work if 
they aim to create change as a way of building intellectual craftmanship (p.196). 
My own personal experiences of urban and rural life have enabled me to identify 
a knowledge gap in the lived experiences of older women in rural villages and 




My work experience in public health provided me with an opportunity to observe 
the real-life health challenges experienced by women and children domiciled in 
slum and rural communities in Uganda. During this time, I witnessed women 
dying from hunger and HIV/AIDS and living in extreme poverty with no sense 
of self and identity. In effect, they were powerless. This experience ignited my 
sense of empathy. I imagined myself in their position but with no ‘real’ clue as to 
how it felt living each day in such dire circumstances. It piqued my curiosity: how 
had these circumstances and social injustices become acceptable; and, why were 
women so vulnerable? These were not easy questions to answer.  
  
It was around this time that I became acquainted with the works of Peter Senge 
and Paulo Freire. Senge wrote extensively about systems thinking. In his book 
titled The Fifth Discipline (1990), he argues that understanding and addressing 
societal problems is a systems issue. Although his focus was essentially upon 
leadership and management, it nonetheless provided a good lens through which 
to explore the examples of social [in]justices] I witnessed in Ugandan rural 
communities. 
 
But, for me, most fascinating was Paulo Freire’s book titled Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1970). Central to this book is the power of the oppressed to liberate 
themselves from the oppressor. I found this intriguing in relation to the different 
groups of disadvantaged and vulnerable people I had encountered. It was only 
after reading this book that I could comprehend how various forms of inequalities 
were manifestations of oppression and marginalization. For example, the 
classification of women’s caring roles and their contribution to the agricultural 
sector as ‘informal’ signaled the marginalization of women based on gender, 
policy inadequacies and the absence of a moral economy in the socio-economic 
fabric of society. I reflected on communities that were classified as 
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‘disadvantaged’: I wanted to explore the circumstances surrounding their 
disadvantage and vulnerability. But the question remained: ‘why women?’ 
Although my concerns and interest were essentially women-oriented, I realized 
that much of the attention had been focused on those of reproductive age, by 
extension inadequately considering the elderly. This observation, which I made 
during my health promotion work in rural communities, raised yet another 
question in terms of ‘who is valued and why?’ 
 
Older women in Uganda, particularly those in the country’s rural regions, were 
viewed as poor, as lacking agency and with little to offer, characteristics reflected 
in community programs. Despite their provision of care to HIV/AIDS orphans 
and vulnerable children (OVC), and their contribution to the agricultural sector, 
there is neither meaningful recognition of their policy-making efforts nor of 
programs aimed at improving their well-being. These omissions, as well as urging 
me to question the circumstances surrounding their invisibility, encouraged me 
to broaden my knowledge of gerontology. At this point I decided to focus my 
future research on older women. I wanted to understand the dynamics of power 
that led to their subordinate position, particularly those living in rural regions who 
have historically been homogeneously labelled “poor” and “disadvantaged” 
(Barrientos, Gorman, & Heslop, 2003; Sachs, 2018). These women are “living at 
the margin”, terminology that Indigenous researcher Tuhiwai Smith (2012) uses 
to describe people who are oppressed and locked in a constant struggle for social 
justice.  
I also draw inspiration from Jim Ife’s (2009) work on human rights, particularly 
his exploration of empowerment and emancipation. As well, I explore the work 
of feminist writers Marilyn Waring and Linda Tuhiwai Smith, who utilize an 
economic lens and the concept of decolonization respectively to understand 
inequalities among women.  Their emphasis on the oppressed telling their ‘own 




The oppressors who oppress and exploit………by virtue of their power, 
cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the oppressed or 
themselves. The only power that springs from the weakness of the 
oppressed will be sufficiently strong to free both (p.51). 
 
While I have more power than the study participants due to my educational 
background, economic status and different experiences of marginalization, I am 
approaching this research as a feminist who identifies: a) with the struggles of the 
participants; and, b) as a learner. Of course, my approach is not that of an ‘older’ 
woman but simply that of a ‘woman’. I am not suggesting homogeneity here; 
rather, the social category ‘woman’ is the locus against which the hierarchical 
forces that shape our diversities, commonalities, status and identity are 
constructed. 
 
Notably, as women, our interactions are largely defined by gendered expectations 
and norms. As women, these categorizations construct the cultural differences 
and identities between us (Sharp, 2009). However, the notion of gender becomes 
more complex with geographical variation (Little, 2002). For example, a woman 
living in a rural village in Uganda is confined to the domestic sphere where she 
is expected to perform the duties of a mother, wife, informal care provider to 
ailing relatives, and of helper to her (farmer) husband. This social construction 
distinguishes her from her urban counterpart in Uganda who goes out into the 
public sphere to work and is educated. What is not different, however, is the 




Most importantly, while our interactions are largely defined by gender roles, our 
collective identity as ‘women’ is far more complex than gender. It is a matrix of 
intersectionalities, e.g., age, class, educational background and geographical 
place, and inclusive of gender. A combination of these factors often shapes 
women’s experiences of identity and oppression across their lifespans (Bondi & 
Davidson, 2005). Apropos of the older women in this study, our commonality lies 
in the denominator of our experienced injustices and struggles – the being 
‘woman’- in which gender is embedded. I have found a ‘part of self’ in the lives 
of those I view as marginalised. It is against this understanding that I am 
interested in being part of ‘our’ struggle for freedom and social justice’. Hence 
this feminist gerontological research. 
  
Locating myself within the context of this social inquiry is one way of examining 
the power dynamics (in terms of age, class, education, geographical location). I 
recognise, however, that my prior knowledge of rural villages and older women 
could influence the process of knowledge generation. In this case, understanding 
the influences of positionality on social research necessitates reflexivity (Berger, 
2015; England, 1994a; Gillam & Guillemin, 2018; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).  
 
Feminist geographer Haraway (1991) argues that reflexivity - like technology - 
is not a given; rather, it is developed through the way one chooses to see from 
their position of power and the kind of language used (p.191). With that in mind, 
I approached this research recognising that what I know is neither the truth nor 
the reality of the participants. Instead, what I will learn and observe is imperative 
when asking why things are the way they are, and what are the meanings 
associated with them? My position is informed by the notion of social 
constructionism that emphasises that reality and making meaning of one’s social 
world is a relational process embedded within historical and cultural contexts 
(Burr, 2015, p.4). I must, however, acknowledge that older women’s histories, as 
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well as their cultures, are dependent on the social and economic organization of 
rural regions within a particular time and a particular place. For example, my 
knowledge of rural ageing is confounded by time and age. I have not lived 
through the time periods of older women for the obvious reason that I am from a 
different generation. Therefore, I present myself to older women as a learner and 
facilitator of change through a transformative dialogue (Harding, 2016). By doing 
this, I am living my solid belief that research is an effective tool for fighting 
human rights violations and social injustice. 
Purpose of the study and research questions 
 
The overarching objective of this study is to identify the explanatory and causal 
factors underpinning the extant structural and institutional rural arrangements that 
have shaped older women’s lives in contemporary rural Uganda. This work 
contributes to our understanding of the diversities, commonalities, opportunities 
and challenges that exist for older migrant and native women in rural villages in 
sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, this is imperative for contributing to building 
theories on rural ageing, and for integrating evidence-based recommendations in 
Uganda’s ageing policy discourse. 
 
To achieve the objective of the study, the research explores the following five 
questions: 
 
RQ.1 How have the current socio-economic transformations in Kalungi rural 
village shaped the everyday life experiences of native and migrant older 
women? 
 
RQ.2 How has the changing rural economy enhanced or constrained women’s 




RQ.3 How do older women make meaningful lives for themselves in 
contemporary rural villages? 
 
RQ.4 How do women’s constructions of rural life contribute to understanding 
subjective health and well-being in later life? 
 
RQ.5 What are some of the recommendations that can be made from the 
findings of this research to inform Uganda’s ageing policy?   
 
I addressed these questions upon the premise that older women, as active and 
informed participants cognizant of the transformations in their villages, are 




In the section that follows, I provide a summary of each chapter showing the 
interconnectedness from the genesis of the research through to drawing 











Chapter 1: Ageing, Gender, Land & Welfare: Insights into the dynamics of 
ageing in sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
This chapter draws on the literature to show the demographic shift in sub-Saharan 
Africa in terms of a growing population of older people. The evidence shows that 
current with future projections, women will constitute a large proportion of this 
population.  However, because the majority live and engage in agriculture in rural 
villages, the relationship between ageing, gender, land and welfare becomes 
important and hence is shown. In this chapter, emphasis is upon the social 
injustices and systemic oppression experienced by rural-dwelling older women, 
particularly with respect to land ownership. As of 2019, these aspects remain 
under-explored in ageing research in Uganda. In addition, the chapter shows how 
older women within these settings have been politically positioned as 
homogeneously disadvantaged. This underscores the differences in privilege and 
power that persist between the different categories of women in these settings. 
Furthermore, the extant narrative ignores the intersectionality of gender, class, 
culture and geography, all of which combine to exacerbate the subordinate 
position of women.  
The final section of this chapter discusses the theoretical framing upon which this 
study is based. 
 
Chapter 2:  Globalisation and the transformation of rural villages in Uganda  
 
This chapter focuses upon locating older women within a changing rural context 
influenced by the forces of globalisation. For most of these women, rural living 
is the only option available to them. However, these villages have undergone 
rapid transformation which has altered their social order in various ways. 
Moreover, our understanding of ageing in a rural setting still rests within the 
outdated hegemonic conceptualisations of powerlessness exacerbated by lack of 
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agency. But these constructions do not take into consideration the effects of 
global processes, and events that have impacted rural villages e.g., Kalungi. 
Therefore, in this chapter I explore the different discourses on ageing and rurality 
and relate them analytically to the Ugandan context where possible. Discussion 
of the global context of ageing reveals how globalisation is changing our view of 
ageing from being localized and rural to an international experience imbued with 
new challenges. In effect, global policies directed towards economic development 
and institutions are creating new environments of ageing at a time when income 
poverty levels among older women are high amidst growing welfare demands. 
The main argument here is that while dominant discourses on ageing view old 
age as a major determinant of older women’s subordinate position, more attention 
should be given to how global influences shape the everyday lives of those ageing 
in rural settings.  
 
Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
In this research, I aim to explore older women’s rural realities as a means of 
creating a pathway for an emancipatory journey. This has made it imperative to 
adopt a knowledge generation approach that will enable older women to both 
construct and interpret the meaning of the complex social world that underpins 
their lived experiences. To this end, in this chapter I discuss the research context, 
philosophical underpinnings of the study, the justification for employing a case-
based qualitative inquiry. Further into the chapter, discussion centers on the 
reflexive approach employed to gain community entry, and the selection of the 
research village. The final part looks at the process of data analysis, the writing 





Chapter 4: Native older women:  Disruption, dislocation and relationship to land  
 
This chapter draws upon older women’s life histories and my field observations 
to show how social transformations resulting from a changing rural economy and 
in-migration have created a precarious environment for native women.  I 
demonstrate that concomitant with an influx of migrants, social relations have 
deteriorated, have become tense due to new ways of accessing and controlling 
land. These changes have culminated in what I have termed a ‘disrupted rural 
base’. As a result, natives have been impacted in terms of changing relations to 
the land, weakened kinship ties, and threatened cultural values and roles, all of 
which have created a sense of dislocation and disruption in later life.  
 
 
Chapter 5: Migrant older women: Disruption, dislocation and relationships to 
land 
 
The chapter draws upon older migrant women’s life histories - and my field 
observation - to show that while they have been viewed by native women as 
disruptors of the rural base, their lives have been affected multiple ways. I 
demonstrate that concomitant with their attempts to reconstruct their identities 
through agricultural engagement, migrants have created socio-economic tension 
between themselves and the natives. This has in the main been due to the 
heterogeneity of values associated with one of the major sources of economic 
survival, i.e., the land. This tension is articulated through the following three 
major interconnected themes: 1) contested relations to the land; 2) disrupted ‘self’ 
and the ‘working’ environment; and, 3) disrupted social systems. However, I note 
that all this is happening amidst challenges of HIV/AIDS, a theme also discussed 




Chapter 6: Connectedness and disconnectedness 
 
In this chapter, I demonstrate that in an atmosphere charged with tension 
attributable to native and older migrant women’s land disputes, strategies to 
collectively challenge, resist and to some extent accommodate the effects of a 
changing rural economy have been implemented via the establishment of 
community-based associations. However, these associations have become 
sources of economic inequalities, social isolation and marginalisation within and 
among the different categories of women.  This has consequently resulted in 
situations of connectedness and disconnectedness with significant impact on 
notions of active ageing and ageing in place, all of which have the potential to 
shape the overall well-being of rural dwelling older women. 
 
Chapter seven: Rethinking female rural ageing: Conclusion and 
Recommendations  
 
This chapter brings together the main themes discussed throughout the thesis and 
reiterates the main argument as well the aims of the research. It provides policy 
makers, human rights activists, social gerontologists among others a five-tier 
rural-centric theoretical framework that can be drawn upon to rethink ageing in 
contemporary rural. The framework is a basis for understanding rural poverty and 
inequalities based on the notion of capital intersectionality. It demonstrates that 
extent to which older women exchange and control various forms of capital over 
the life course, determines their level of socio-economic [dis]connectedness and 
overall well-being. The chapter provides policy recommendations emphasizing 
the need to integrate older women’s voices in the rural development agenda as a 
way of designing effective social protection programs. But most importantly, the 
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chapter reinforces that age is only one factor, and not necessarily the most 
important in determining whether women will experience their lives as 



















CHAPTER 1: Ageing, Gender, Land and Welfare: Insights into the 




This chapter provides a critical analysis of the structural challenges that Uganda 
is currently experiencing due to regional changes, particularly those related to 
ageing and rural agricultural development. I am discussing this chapter cognisant 
of the fact that the Ugandan case is part of the broader regional (sub-Saharan 
Africa) change. The chapter provides key demographic analyses of rurality as 
well as outlines the structural challenges this poses to the women growing older 
in a new rural economy, and the policy implications. I draw upon the extant 
literature to gain an insight into these structural challenges by discussing: 1) 
gender dimensions of rural ageing and development in Uganda, 2) the gender gap 
in land rights and the relationship to the current customary land tenure systems in 
Uganda, 3) an analysis of older women’s land rights and the relationship to 
welfare. Within this context, I argue that in the absence of state- initiated social 
protection programs and the persistent gender gap in land rights, older women in 
rural areas will be more prone to poverty exacerbated by aspects of gender, class 
and cumulative disadvantage. A combination of these factors impacts on their 
general well-being.  
 
The chapter ends with a critical insight into the theoretical perspectives that are 
relevant to providing possible explanations for the structural challenges that 





An overview of the ageing trend in sub-Saharan Africa 
 
As the number of people living longer increases globally, there is a projection 
that at least one in every six persons will be aged over 60 years by 2030. The pace 
of growth of this cohort will be particularly high in developing countries (United 
Nations, 2015). This will see Africa’s ageing population increase more than 
threefold from 69 million to 226 million people between 2017-2050 (United 
Nations, 2017). In the case of Uganda, it is anticipated that the number of older 
people will quadruple (p.5). While the changing demographic profile is not the 
problem per se, countries like Uganda that lack well-established universal social 
protection systems for older people, will face the challenge of meeting the needs 
of their ageing populations. Specific concern centers on whether in the absence 
of state support systems, older people - particularly women engaged in small-
scale rural farming - will have enough economic resources to enable them to live 
independent later lives. In other words, will they be able to meet their basic needs?  
 
Of considerable significance here is the fact that women will constitute the 
world’s largest proportion of the ageing population (Stewart & Lander, 2018). In 
addition, they form the largest proportion of small-scale farmers (Ssebuma, 2019; 
Zimu-Biyela, Van der Walt, & Dube, 2020). This increases their vulnerability to 
old-age related income poverty given Uganda’s lack of an established social 
safety net initiative for the elderly (Amurwon, 2019) 
 
Currently, in sub-Saharan Africa, and specifically in Uganda, the largest 
proportion of older women live and work in rural villages (HelpAge International, 
2014). HelpAge International notes increasing numbers of ageing rural farming 
populations in sub-Saharan Africa. While much of this trend has in part been 
attributed to the migration of young people to the country’s urban centres, I will 
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suggest that this argument ignores the complex nature of migration patterns and 
their drivers, a subject I discuss in Chapter 2. Of particular importance is the fact 
that while most older people - particularly women- as observed by HelpAge 
International, are employed in the agricultural sector, they are faced with the 
challenge of being labelled by policy makers as ‘unproductive and with limited 
abilities to adopt new technologies’ (p.3).  
 
Rural communities in Uganda are constantly described and stereotyped as ‘areas 
of deprivation and disempowerment’, areas in which older women in particular, 
find themselves marginalized (Menec et al., 2015; Najjumba-Mulindwa, 2003a; 
UNFPA & HelpAge International, 2012). This characterization, however, ignores 
the ever-changing context of rural areas that induces opportunities, challenges, 
diversities, and resilience mechanisms (Keating, 2008). The assumption that rural 
areas are homogenous risks generating a complex web of myths about rural 
communities and older women’s experiences of poverty. The problem with this 
narrative is its portrayal of poverty as a ‘poor women’s’ syndrome rather than 
acknowledging it as gendered in the sense that men and women experience it 
differently.  However, here we must also remember that there are neither 
homogenous rural regions nor homogeneity in older women’s ageing and poverty 
experiences.  
 
In fact, characterising those residing in rural villages as deprived, marginalized 
and disempowered not only masks the complexity of rural systems, but also the 
potential to investigate the views of older people - particularly women’s -  and 
their contributions to rural communities (Keating, Swindle, & Fletcher, 2011). 
Focus should be upon the cultural bedrock within which gender inequity thrives, 
a subject frequently ignored in narratives addressing rural development and 
poverty. This has meant that we have little understanding of the extent to which 
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older women have the power to legitimately control the activities and 
circumstances that influence their ageing experiences (Menec, Bell, et al., 2015). 
 
Unfortunately, older women’s issues still rank low on the priority agendas of 
many developing countries’ political agendas including that of Uganda (Li, 
2013). Under such circumstances, they face varying degrees of human rights 
violations and abuse, particularly if there are no deliberate efforts made to 
develop adequate policy initiatives that redress their prevailing socio-economic 
problems (HelpAge International, 2012, Martin, 2015).  This is a familiar picture 
in post-colonial countries geographically located in the global south. Generally 
speaking, it reflects ageism and the dehumanizing of vulnerable populations. 
However, the situation is infinitely worse for those ageing in rural Uganda, for 
instance, in Kalungi village, where they have no political participation in matters 
that affect them economically and socially as ageing individuals. Moreover, they 
account for 53 per cent of the total population of older people (UBOS, 2014).  
 
Gender dimensions of rural ageing and development in Uganda 
 
The nature of development in rural regions is centered upon transforming the 
lives of poor women, their families, and communities through the modernization 
of agricultural practice. The development assumption here is that it will increase 
the older women’s access to important resources, e.g., land, substantial incomes, 
and respectable and meaningful forms of employment. Of course, this comes with 
both direct and indirect implications for those whose livelihoods are currently 
dependent on subsistence farming. Despite this understanding, we still have 
limited knowledge on older women’s experiences of this scenario. However, 
what we do know is that effective articulation of these experiences calls for the 
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interrogation of gender-relations in rural villages, i.e., whether they form an 
integral part of rural development. As Sen and Grown (2013) observe, the 
discriminatory cultural attitudes and prejudices that women’s participation in 
meaningful economic activities invites, have persisted throughout their lifetimes. 
Regrettably, this picture becomes more complex for older women in an era of 
capitalist ideologies that mainly value the young, skilled and physically mobile. 
 
It should be remembered that Uganda’s economy is largely dependent upon 
agriculture. Uganda is fortunate given that its geography provides suitable 
landscapes for farming. Throughout the country’s history, women - through their 
provision of farm labour - have become an integral part of the agricultural 
workforce (FAO, 2011; HelpAge International, 2014). However, unfortunately 
this is happening in a manner that excludes them from the mainstream economics 
of the sector, even though the country’s food security depends upon them. The 
reality is that their contributions remain invisible within the rural development 
discourse (Ogunlela & Mukhtar, 2009).  
 
Uganda is one among the sub-Saharan African countries taking part in the Green 
Revolution (Dunkelman, Kerr, & Swatuk, 2018). This global green agenda was 
launched during the Rio+20 conference convened in Brazil in 2012. The aim was 
to discuss sustainable development that is both economically and 
environmentally viable (Bergius & Buseth, 2019). The agenda promoted the 
modernization of agriculture under the umbrella term ‘green modernisation’. This 
would see market-centric production using advanced technologies and mobility 
of people, ideas, and capital. As Gudeman (2008) observes, trade transforms 
everything [in the process] making the world fluid. Positioning this within the 
context of Uganda, one would be keen to discern how the green agenda is 
transforming land use and acquisition, gender roles, and women’s participation 
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in the agricultural sector. Given that older women are not living outside of this 
development conundrum, it is in the interest of this thesis to explore what this 
means to them personally. 
 
In Uganda today – similar to the rest of the world - agriculture is feminised. The 
roots of this phenomenon may be found in patriarchal ideologies that reinforce 
females’ domesticated roles as opposed to men’s ‘outside of the home’ roles 
(Tvedten, 2010). While these roles depict power relations both within the home 
and the labour market, they draw upon assumptions of a static state; that is, of an 
environment incognisant of rural transformation. Lack of acknowledgement of 
the changing rural economy calls for reconciliation between economic freedom, 
gender and labour participation.  
 
Within these rural settings, older women have been constantly engaged in 
informal work throughout their later lives (HelpAge International, 2014). They 
are confined within the invisible boundaries: a) of subsistence farming; and b) of 
provision of informal care to orphaned children in a country ravaged by 
HIV/AIDS (MoGLSD, 2009; United Nations, 2015). Older people are caring for 
approximately 50 per cent of orphaned children in Uganda. It is further estimated 
that 85 per cent are engaged in crop farming as their main economic activity, with 
only 2.6 per cent employed in market-oriented farming (UBOS, 2014). However, 
even the last quoted percentage of 2.6 does not facilitate insight into women’s 
forms of participation in this market-centric farming, and how (and if) it improves 
their quality of life. While indisputably they make a major contribution to 
household food security, this does not guarantee them an income or a reasonable 
quality of life. Furthermore, only 2 per cent of older people access the pension. 
While it is not clear what proportion of those accessing pensions are women, it is 
likely to be very small. Pension benefits are tied to paid work; and the majority 
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of older women have never been formally paid for their work (World Bank, 
2014).  
 
Although older women may not recognise the informalisation of their work as 
unjust and systemic exploitation, true emancipation calls for their cognitive 
enlightenment of the situation and what needs to be done (Collier, 1998, p.461). 
Today, the forces that shape older women’s work are no longer domestically 
shaped but overflow territorial borders (Fraser, 2007).  This re-privatisation of 
women’s workplaces is not only heralding a new sense of vulnerability and 
otherness, but the likelihood of a shift in gender dimensions and the dismantling 
of public spaces that have historically counted as economic engines (Goodman, 
2010). In effect, this means that women have found themselves reconstructing 
their way of participating in new working environments dominated by the forces 
of profit making and labour exploitation.   
 
Arguably, narratives about rural ageing in Uganda have not examined the 
relationship between rurality, development and gender, and how it has the 
potential to shape older women’s experiences. By omitting these important 
relationships and intersectionalities, rural ageing studies tend to stereotypically 
define: 1) what rural villages are; 2) why they are that way; and, 3) the types of 
women who grow older in such settings. This theoretical and conceptual 
inadequacy contributes to issues of misrepresentation and invisibility of older 
women in policy plans and has the potential to exacerbate class inequalities 
(Bondi & Davidson, 2005) and other patterns of disadvantage. For example, 
Uganda is a patriarchal society wherein gender roles prevail and men hold more 
economic power than women given their perceived role as breadwinners  
(Andersen, Ertac, Gneezy, List, & Maximiano, 2013; Hopwood, Porter, & Saum, 
2018). Within this scenario, rural dwelling older women – not like their urban 
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counterparts - spend most of their productive years working domestically as 
wives, mothers, and casual labourers on their husbands’ farms (Kabeer, 2016). 
These roles, which fall outside of the ‘counted’ economic sphere – neither 
shaping market practices nor directly contributing to the country’s economic 
development -, have exposed women to income insecurity in later life. Little is 
left for them but dependence on young people for survival (MoGLSD, 2015). 
However, motivated by globalisation, young people are moving out of villages 
and beyond borders in search of lucrative employment. The reality of what we 
are seeing here is the erosion of the collective socio-economic transfers that 
historically enhanced the quality of life for older people in their twilight years. 
 
Unarguably for these women, the erosion of the traditional collective socio-
economic transfers is not a matter of choice.  Rather, it is indicative of policies 
that promote patriarchal practices leading to unequal power between men and 
women when accessing material resources (Doss, Truong, Nabanoga, & 
Namaalwa, 2012; Kabahinda, 2018). This entrapment within the walls of 
patriarchal ideologies and practices leaves those who are immobile, older and/or 
disabled with limited income security options. Critical assessment portrays them 
as lacking agency. Most importantly, the women’s situation showcases a range 
of gender and class injustices that are endemic to Uganda’s political, social and 
cultural fabric. 
 
However, gender and age are not the only influencing factors: socio-economic 
changes occurring within rural villages also come into play. There has been in 
place a system of land that marginalizes women particularly older women. The 
implication here is that social spaces are a complex collection of structures, 
practices and beliefs and values that combine to dictate women’s social 
positioning. In rural villages, these geographies are varied; and, this variation 
shapes both gender and gender relations, contributing to a process of 
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renegotiation over time and space (Little, 2017). Older women’s location in 
villages are constrained- by the structure of the village and access to land and 
how they make a living 
 
In the absence of this understanding in countries of the global south, Uganda, for 
example, the discourse on ageing has been clouded by a tendency to mask older 
women’s diversities by collectively viewing [the women] as disadvantaged and 
impoverished (Arber & Ginn, 1991; Walker, 1981).  This misconception is 
attributable to the limited attention paid to the changing socio-political and 
economic environments of rural places influenced by the forces of capitalist 
globalisation (Lambin & Meyfroidt, 2011), migration (Adepoju, 2008b) and 
policy influences (Malik, 2014) (see Chapter 2). As Doreen Massey (2010) 
maintains, we are living in a world wherein things are “speeding up and spreading 
out’ (p.258). The implications of this are that capital- (as human resources) – are 
in constant flow and movement all over the world. These changes are culminating 
in the enactment of global policies with diverse local implications. This prompts 
one to ask: How will rural-dwelling older women position themselves in such a 
volatile context? 
 
Of paramount importance is the fact that rural regions are experiencing these fast 
and massive changes amidst a history of widespread poverty and inequality 
(Byekwaso, 2018; Ellis & Bahiigwa, 2003). However, this may prove fallacious. 
Rural regions have become a prominent focus for regional development, a 
circumstance viewed as enhancing the social welfare policy (Kaaria, Osorio, 
Wagner, & Gallina, 2016; Uganda National Planning Authority, 2013). This is 
particularly relevant to the plan to modernise agriculture (Diao, Hazell, & 
Thurlow, 2010) as part of the broader narrative of the new green revolution in 
sub-Saharan Africa (Sachs, 2008; Sanchez, Denning, & Nziguheba, 2009). The 
strategy is viewed as a means of creating better economic opportunities for 
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villagers through employment and the integration of farmers into formal markets 
(Feder & Savastano, 2017; Gengenbach, Schurman, Bassett, Munro, & Moseley, 
2018). Employment of the strategy offers a chance of alleviating poverty, 
particularly among subsistence farmers the majority of whom are female 
(Sanchez et al., 2009).   
 
While these transformations are associated with rural development policies, 
theories and practices, they come at a time when addressing poverty among rural-
dwelling older women - given their history of exclusion and marginalisation in 
the course of the life trajectories (Arber, Davidson, & Ginn, 2003a; Beales, 2000) 
- has not triggered meaningful political and ethical debate in developing 
countries, e.g., Uganda (Heslop & Gorman, 2002; Kalasa, 2001; Phillipson, 
2003). Moreover, globally women are over-represented among the world’s poor 
throughout their life courses (Barker & Kuiper, 2014, p.505). This is not to 
suggest a total lack of policy interventions addressing poverty; rather, the few that 
exist assume homogeneity not only of older people, but of ageing women and 
their needs, and of rural places (Menec et al., 2015). In effect, alluding to women 
as ‘poor’ reduces the problem to the social category ‘women’ rather than to the 
structural inequalities that privileges men at the cost of disadvantaging women.  
 
Several development strategies were incorporated into policy plans and strategies 
that promote economic equity and well-being as fundamental human rights. For 
example, in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) (2015), 
goal 1 emphasises ending poverty in all its forms to support healthy ageing (p. 4). 
This is well integrated into Uganda’s development Vision2040 policy plan that 
recognises the need to modernise subsistence agriculture as a way of alleviating 
poverty, particularly in the country’s rural regions (Uganda National Planning 
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Authority, 2013). The National Older Persons Policy (2009) envisions the elderly 
living dignified lives fortified by economic independence.  
 
While these policy plans link poverty with rural living in Uganda, the drawback 
is the proclivity to homogenise rural populations, ignoring the fact that poverty 
constructions and experiences differ between men and women. In addition, they 
change with age, time and space. Rural areas are structured according to systems 
of power that create inequalities between men and women over their life-courses 
(Mpiima, Manyire, Kabonesa, & Espiling, 2019).  In areas wherein regional 
development is focused on agriculture, i.e., on creating a cash-cropping economy, 
the power dynamics shift. This frequently has huge implications for women, 
rendering it judicious to articulate development through the lens of the poor.   
 
This understanding recognises the World Health Organization (2017) global 
strategy and action plan on ageing and health that emphasises the importance of 
involving older people in research and decisions pertinent to their lives (p.12). As 
Paulo Freire (1970) maintained: “[T]he power to speak is freedom to exist 
authentically, have a choice, avoid alienation and be an actor in the struggle for 
social justice” (p.47). This notion is fundamental to this thesis because it 
challenges the ‘syndrome of a researcher being an expert’ investigating the lived 
experiences of the oppressed. It instead encourages co-construction of 
knowledge, a process that allows older women to express their real interests. It 
reifies the proposition that a bottom-up approach is empirically relevant to 
articulating the realities of the oppressed. It presents an opportunity to 





Gender, land rights, and customary tenure system 
 
Ever since the post-colonial period, gender has played a significant role in the 
acquisition of property. Women - the vulnerable poor - could only ‘own’ land 
through the customary law (Mamdani, 2012; Tripp, 2004) which was structured 
to favour patriarchy. A woman’s marital status or, in this case, ‘being married’, 
fundamentally determined her right to own land. Within the customary law, a 
person was allowed occupancy of public land until such time as the Land 
Commission terminated the occupancy with compensation. However, these rights 
were denied if a woman was widowed or had no biological children (Deininger 
& Castagnini, 2006). The clan members would then claim the land, leaving the 
widow helpless. In 1989, the Ugandan government adopted a free market 
approach to customary land (Coldham, 2000).  
 
Within the new arrangement, people could temporarily ‘own’ land by having a 
certificate of ownership that deemed them ‘squatters’ until such time as they 
could afford to buy the land. For women, buying was nigh impossible due to their 
economic disadvantage and culturally structured dependence on their spouses. 
Under customary law, the legally recognised landowner – in most cases a male - 
has the right to evict squatters as per the terms and conditions of occupancy. 
Legality, in this context, was ‘creating oppositional situations of power and 
powerlessness through the rules of entitlement’. What I am implying here is that 
‘squattership’ is a precarious status that does not allow older women ‘to be’ in 
terms of doing what they choose with the land that promises to both support and 
improve their quality of later life. While the literature clearly stresses the 
importance of women’s land rights to mitigating poverty (Agarwal, 2003, 2018; 
Asiimwe, 2001; Collins & Mitchell, 2018; Daley & Englert, 2010; Mwesigye, 
Guloba, & Barungi, 2020), what it ignores is the more complex issue of women’s 
rights – both within and outside of marriage -  that underpins the customary law. 
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In this case, the inadequacy of the articulation of the relationship between culture 
and material possession within the customary law exposed older women to the 
dual risks of social deprivation and poverty within a sphere of rising capitalist 
agriculture – an aspect clearly demonstrated in chapters 4-6.  
 
Currently, another limitation impacting the customary type of land tenure system 
is the size of the land which is never large enough for commercialised agricultural 
productivity (Place & Otsuka, 2002). While from a very simplistic view size is 
an issue, most importantly, older women’s economic disadvantage prevents them 
from acquiring sizeable pieces of land suited to the current trends of agricultural 
production. Obviously, the dynamics become more complex where there is 
competition in crop production and land acquisition (Byekwaso, 2019), land 
grabbing by the powerful (Carmody & Taylor, 2016; Maiyo & Evers, 2019; 
Ronald, 2014), and weak laws in place ostensibly  to protect the communities’ 
most vulnerable people (Veit, 2019).  
 
Older women’s land rights and relationship to welfare  
 
While  previous  research clearly shows a relationship between asset ownership, 
e.g., land and welfare (Oladokun, Adenegan, Salman, & Alawode, 2018; 
Peterman, 2011; Seshie-Nasser & Oduro, 2018), there is a paucity of 
documentation of older women, particularly of those living in rural villages. 
Subsequent to their access to land and land rights, there was an assumption  that 
women’s productivity in both farm and non-farm activities would increase and, 
as a result, enhance household welfare (Efobi, Beecroft, & Atata, 2019). 
However, these rights (to use and transfer) differed between different groups of 
people. For example, Bambio and Agha (2018) note that in Burkina Faso, men 
and natives tend to have more land rights than immigrants, even when it was not 
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clear who ‘natives’ were in fact. However, the extent to which this is true in a 
capitalist environment wherein competition for land prevails, Bambio and Agha’s 
observation is at best questionable. 
 
Most importantly, as Kabahinda (2018), argues, it is not simply about the rights 
to land, but rather about how these rights translate into everyday practices that 
enhance women’s dignity and quality of life. Interestingly, the focus of the extant 
literature, that links women to land and welfare, is variously upon how this 
translates into the well-being of children under their care, family and community 
(Isinta & Flitner, 2018), but not necessarily the women. In light of the above, one 
could argue that women are simply viewed as ‘conduits’ of household welfare.  
The understanding of ‘household welfare’ ignores the fact that it is constructed 
within power relations based on gender, class and age (among other factors), and 
entrenched in the cultural values of communities. Thus, the key question here is: 
do these social categories within which social relations are built promote welfare 
for women?  
 
A study conducted by Oladokun and Adenegan (2019) of the relationship 
between assets ownership and welfare among women in rural Nigeria found that 
having no assets, land for example, exposed women to the risk of income 
volatility and, by extension, welfare deprivation. Oladokun and Adenegan, who 
measured welfare in terms of autonomy, nutrition, education, employment, and 
health, argue to the effect that the customary tenure system reduced women’s 
rights to own land. Instead, it encouraged subordinate relations and roles which 
ensured that only the male household heads would determine how land would be 
utilised and/or owned. In addition, any change in a woman’s marital status in 
terms of being widowed or divorced meant welfare deprivation. Dillon and Voena 
(2018) claim that women who are excluded from inheriting feel little motivation 




While the strength of Oladokun and Adenegan’s study lies in its ability to 
highlight the social injustice implicit in the country’s customary tenure system, 
its weakness is in their interpretation of the welfare dimensions and how these 
translate into women’s well-being. For example, while health was measured in 
terms of place of delivery and the receiving of antenatal care, employment was 
not addressed in terms of assessment of rural women. The researchers appear to 
have overlooked the fact that these dimensions have different meanings for 
different groups of women. For this reason, generalization cannot be extended to 
include rural women. The reality is that that they are shaped not by individual 
decision-making, but rather by structures and systems through which women 
interact.  In effect, the researchers adopted a positivist approach to the study that 
masks the lived experiences of women.  
  
What becomes evident in Oladokun and Adenegan’s study is the lack of 
consideration for exploration of the diverse categories of rural-dwelling women 
and their circumstances. There seems little investigation of the exclusion of older 
women from the equation of land and welfare. As well, there seems some lack of 
awareness of the changing economy in rural villages across the African continent. 
All of the above factors combine to impact on how - for women - welfare through 
land acquisition is achieved. In the absence of this understanding it becomes 
extremely difficult to design meaningful social protection programs for older 






Historical perspective: Uganda’s welfare system for its elderly 
 
Uganda’s social welfare system was historically constructed around collective 
community and family efforts (Valérie Golaz, Stephen Ojiambo Wandera, & 
Gideon Rutaremwa, 2017). The system was guided by a moral approach to care 
implicit in the Confucian concept of filial piety. In essence, it is about children’s 
sense of duty to their parents or elders (Feng, 2017; Yeh & Bedford, 2003), a 
means not only of demonstrating their obedience, respect and loyalty to their 
ageing parents, but also indicative of who provides care (Shetty, 2012). In 
Uganda, family members, as well as communities, are expected to assume full 
responsibility for providing for their elderly (Schatz, Seeley, & Zalwango, 2018). 
This type of arrangement served as – and guaranteed – a form of old age insurance 
(Oppong, 2006).  
 
The program was supported by the extended structure and patriarchal nature of 
families that promoted the gendered division of elderly care (Arber & Gilbert, 
1989; Tong, 2009). Within this scenario, daughters and wives functioned as 
carers for ailing and/or ageing family members while sons bore the financial 
responsibilities (Kipp, Tindyebwa, Rubaale, Karamagi, & Bajenja, 2007; 
Najjumba-Mulindwa, 2003b). It was a reinforcement of women’s (inside) 
domestic work, and men’s (outside) activities in the public sphere. However, 
today, this form of elderly care is facing challenges stemming from the dual 
influences of the current global economic forces and migration (Wilson, 2001, 
2002).   
 
In Uganda, capitalist globalisation has meant the adoption of a free market 
economy (Wiegratz, 2010). As Wiegratz notes, there has been a rise in capitalist 
production, igniting urbanization and industrialization (p.127). In tandem with 
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these rapid economic changes, the family structure, as well as cultural values 
associated with elderly care, have been dramatically weakened (Harrison, 2005; 
Kilbride & Kilbride, 1990) due to the adoption of western culture, particularly 
the concept of a nuclear family that has diluted inter-personal obligations and pro-
group norms (Bettio, Simonazzi, & Villa, 2006; Kagitcibasi & Ataca, 2015). For 
example, young people are opting for smaller family sizes as opposed to the 
traditional extended families. This is in the main due to an economic system that 
demands the sale of labour in exchange for basic goods (Darkwa & Mazibuko, 
2002), making it difficult to extend a hand beyond one’s immediate family. Not 
only is this impacting the decision-making surrounding care for the elderly; as 
well, it is re-ordering the power structures in terms of familial, political, and 
socio-economic relations (Amurwon, 2018). 
 
Currently, increasing numbers of women are entering the workforce, rendering 
gender roles distinct along the lines of paid work vs. domestic work (Bettio et al., 
2006). Women’s participation in the labour force allows them increased mobility; 
but, at the same time, it decreases their ability to provide informal care for their 
elderly (Dugaravo, 2017; Lilly, Laporte, & Coyte, 2007; Locke, Seeley, & Rao, 
2013). While  migration scholars have focused their attention on the rural outflow 
of young people to major cities and the correspondent creation of an 
intergenerational support gap (Aboderin, 2004a, 2010; Aboderin & Beard, 2015; 
Golaz & Rutaremwa, 2011; Valerie Golaz, Stephen Ojambo Wandera, & Gideon 
Rutaremwa, 2017), they appear to have ignored female movements in later life. 
The assumption here is that concomitant with the increasing out-migration of 
young people, the care, status and well-being of the elderly dwindles (Aboderin, 
2004b). This not only imposes a persistent state of dependency on the elderly, but 




In a similar vein, focusing on young people ignores the global events that have 
led to feminized migration in later life (Adepoju, 2006). These movements, as 
well as depopulating some rural regions, have seen others experience inward 
migration (Phillipson & Scharf, 2005). In the process, change has occurred in the 
context and nature of both the care providers and the recipients.  Community 
support systems have become paralysed, disempowered and inadequate, 
incapable of providing care to the local ageing population (Aboderin, 2004a, 
2004b; Lloyd-Sherlock, 2002). I explore this aspect in detail in Chapter 4. 
Current social welfare system for the elderly 
 
Uganda is currently implementing poverty-targeted schemes as a form of social 
protection for its ageing population in rural regions (Kidd, 2017). These schemes’ 
aims include alleviating the vulnerability to poverty experienced by those ageing 
in rural regions wherein the rate of productive labour participation remains low 
(Akanbi, Olayide, & Agabalinda, 2020; Sebaggala, Kawuki, & Nantongo, 2019). 
In addition, the existing formal social security systems mainly benefit a few urban 
elites, many of whom are male (Guloba, Ssewanyana, & Birabwa, 2017). For 
example, the overall pension coverage for older persons is 2 per cent compared 
to 2.8 per cent of the active working population under the public service pension 
scheme and 2.3 per cent under the National Social Security Fund- NSSF (GOU, 
2015).  
 
In 2016, supported by funding from the Department for International 
Development (DFID), UK and Irish AID, Uganda launched its Social Assistance 
Grant for Empowerment (SAGE) programme (MoGLSD, 2015). It consisted of 
the Senior Citizens Grant (SCG) and the Vulnerable Family Support Grant 
(VFSG), both of which worked to ensure poverty reduction in later life. Both 
programmes were initiated in accordance with Uganda’s National Older Persons 
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Policy (2009) and the National Social Protection Policy (2015). Both policies 
emphasised social protection: a) as an important tool for economic development; 
and b) as a strategy for ensuring dignified lives for the elderly. 
 
The VFSG was discontinued in 2015 due to lack of clarity of eligibility criteria. 
Although it was intended to benefit families with limited labour capacity 
(MoGLSD, 2015), the reality was that it contributed to community conflict. 
Currently, the SCG is being implemented in 20 districts out of a total of 112. It 
provides a direct income of US$8.70 per month to those aged 65 years and over 
(Bukuluki & Watson, 2012) on the assumption that age is a risk factor in terms 
of poverty in later life (Angucia & Katusiimeh, 2015).  
 
Proponents of cash transfers as a form of social protection argue that they have 
the potential to improve household health and education outcomes, hence 
economic development (Dietrich et al., 2017). However, this raises questions of 
its own.  Who are the targeted beneficiaries of cash transfers? How relevant are 
the SAGE indicators to reflecting the well-being of older people, particularly 
women? Viewed from a political economy perspective, some poverty targeted 
schemes such as cash transfers, are not only exclusionary but create power 
imbalances. In most cases, the beneficiaries have no political influence in 
negotiating better terms (Kidd, 2015). 
 
Thus while social protection is a fundamental aspect of the sustainable 
development ageing agenda for Africa 2030 (Dugaravo, 2017), and an indicator 
of democracy (Devereux & White, 2010; Lühiste, 2014), Uganda is still 
struggling to develop a sound social welfare system that is inclusive and 
universally accessible (Okuonzi, 2004; World Bank, 2014). One may argue that 
Uganda’s underdeveloped social welfare system is the result of a small tax base. 
As of 2019, the country remains economically dependent on agriculture, which 
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although largely subsistence employs over 73 per cent of the total population 
(Odyek, 2014). On the other hand, working from a meagre and mostly donor-
funded budget has rendered striking a balance between infrastructure and social 
development problematic. For example, according to the Ministry of Finance 
(2018), the government of Uganda allocated 0.8% of the total budget to social 
development, and 3.8% to agriculture compared to 20.8 per cent to transport.  
 
In sum, as I demonstrate below, there are sizable gaps in the current social welfare 
interventions. This research makes a contribution to articulating said gaps. 
• 1: It is geographically selective and assumes homogeneity of older people 
and their needs.  
 
• 2: The focus on age as the eligibility criterion ignores the existing evidence 
of systemic factors, e.g., gender differences in labour participation which 
exacerbates vulnerability to poverty over the life-course (Estes & 
Phillipson, 2002; Valerie Golaz et al., 2017; Renée & John, 2016).  
 
• 3: It does not involve a social contract between the state and the elderly. 
The implications of this are that it can be withdrawn at any given time 
without legal obligations, but with devastating life effects. In addition, 
although the social protection scheme is aimed at ensuring that older 
people keep within their home environments, it ignores the fact that places 
are gendered and products of power relations rather than of choice 
(Schwanen, Hardill, & Lucas, 2012). 
 
• Finally, the existing policy has paid insufficient attention to older women’s 
struggles and experiences in relation to welfare provision (Livingstone, 
2011). There is still a limited sense of what the ageing experiences in all of 
their diversity might be, both positive and negative manifestations, even 
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though this is important to enabling social policy development from below. 
In addition, it is important to note that access to a responsive welfare 




This research draws on theoretical frameworks that support causal explanations 
of the current status of older women, their access to resources and power, and the 
variations in their experiences. These multifaceted issues demarcate the life-
course linking markets, development, and state interaction with older women. For 
example, the economic and social transformations currently being experienced 
by rural communities (as I partly explain in Chapters 1 and 2) have huge 
implications for older women’s lives given that the changes are centered on their 
source of livelihood, i.e., agriculture. The global trends associated with these 
changes - portrayed in the current migration patterns - reveal the structural 
adjustments within which power is embedded. Given this understanding, the 
study draws significantly on Gudeman (2008) who employs an economic 
approach to demonstrate how economies are formed of two dialectical arms of 
mutuality and markets within which people can rationally think of coping 
strategies and mechanisms. Within such a context, oppression thrives and may 
exacerbate inequalities. As Sen (2011, in Barker & Kuiper, 2014) maintains: 
“[I]nequalities have their origins in economic globalisation.” This eventuation 
leads older women to question their identities, gender roles, and relations with 
the state as part of their lived experiences. Given their history of being invisible 
and silent, older women need to understand their realities. Herein lies the 
importance of employing theoretical approaches that interrogate the nature of 




Explanatory theories explicating disadvantage or poverty over the life course can 
identify multiple dimensions from individual (Sen, 1993), to collective 
perspectives (Gale & Bolzan, 2013). Earlier theories explained poverty and 
inequalities from an individual risk perspective (Robeyns, 2003). For example, 
human capabilities theory acknowledges that human agency is a product of value 
to have and achieve, and the freedom to choose and do (Sen, 1990). Sen argues 
that as humans, we can mitigate life’s inequalities and disadvantages if we take 
the right action for the needs we value (p.114). However, critics of Sen’s 
capabilities theory argue that people may not have the freedom to be and do if 
they have no control over their own respective environments (Nussbaum, 2000). 
Nussbaum emphasises that people’s freedoms are embedded within the complex 
social, political and economic structures and processes that influence their well-
being (p.233). It is these processes that exacerbate inequalities if they do not value 
human freedom and social justice. In other words, it is what people can do - and 
are capable of doing - within the freedoms granted or denied through processes 
designed by governments and other institutions.  
 
Proponents of self-determination and social justice believe that it is not individual 
capabilities that count most, but the freedoms of communities to define their own 
goals and actions through self-determination (Chilisa, 2012; Gale & Bolzan, 
2013; Ife, 2010; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Self-determination is a fundamental 
aspect of any democratic society that seeks to liberate its oppressed so that they 
can freely pursue their economic, social and political ambitions (Stilz, 2015). 
However, it is put to the test in an environment that thrives on capitalism, 
persistent inequalities and marginalization. Here I draw upon three interlinked 
theoretical frameworks - life-course, critical gerontology and socialist feminist 
theory - to gain critical insight into the causal factors underpinning rural 






Life-course theory locates individuals in their historical time to account for 
events, crises and social change (Elder & Rockwell, 1979; Elder Jr, 1998). While 
it denotes temporality, it is an effective approach to understanding generational 
processes in ageing populations (O'Rand & Krecker, 1990). Lived experiences 
are a product of the passage of time coupled with changing socio-cultural and 
institutional contexts (Dannefer, 2003; Dannefer, Huang, & Estes, 2017; Elder Jr, 
2003; Mayer, 2003, 2004). In effect, individual and collective histories shared 
over time have the potential to impact older women’s later life outcomes. These 
histories translate into variations in life courses in terms of access and distribution 
of opportunities and resources (Bask & Bask, 2015; Merton, 1988). The 
difference that determines one’s life chances may be attributable to age, cohort 
or period effects. This suggests that the meanings of these social changes need to 
be interrogated across a series of cohorts (Mayer, 2009a). A consequence of this 
exercise may take the form of divergence of given characteristics, for example, 
health or social status, which denote cumulative advantage and disadvantage 
(CAD) over time and space (Mayer, 2005). Life-course theory reminds us that 
life’s opportunities are not spontaneous; rather, they are embedded within the 
day-to-day structures of interaction.  
 
For decades, sociological inquiry has benefited from the use of the CAD concept 
to articulate life transitions through old age. Focus has mainly been upon 
domains, e.g., changing family structures (Bengtson & Allen, 2009), health 
inequalities (Kuh, Karunananthan, Bergman, & Cooper, 2014; Walsemann, 
Geronimus, & Gee, 2008), family changes and migration (Kulu & Milewski, 
2007), and retirement (Kim & Moen, 2002). Common to these studies is 
acknowledgement of the significance of place, age-differentiation and time in 
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increasing or decreasing advantage or disadvantage through several mechanisms 
(for example, cultural or economic) that underpin the elderly’s social worlds. 
 
To this end, this study draws upon life course theory to interrogate aspects of 
social exclusion and poverty among migrant and native older women in one small 
rural community of Kalungi in Uganda. The premise underpinning this approach 
is that access to material resources is a social process linked to macro changes 
(institutional and policy) and family dynamics across cohorts. This implies that 
older women’s lived experiences cannot be discussed independently of the 
political economy of life course. In other words, their lived experiences are built 
around two important notions; stratification of the life course and stratification 
over the life course (Dewilde, 2003). The former implies that social 
differentiation and inequality are embedded in the interaction of the state, market 
and family, while the latter is the process that leads to economic inequality.  The 
integration of these two notions necessitates the use of longitudinal studies or data 
(Mayer, 2015a, 2015b). This presents a methodological challenge given that 
Uganda has fragmented and inconsistent data systems. For these reasons, this 
study employs the voices of older women.   
 
Critical Gerontology Perspectives 
 
For decades, there have been dominant constructions of the notion of age and 
ageing. Critical gerontology (CG), a change-driven theoretical framework, 
provokes and challenges these hegemonic understandings, seeking to clarify 
issues and problems of later life (Holstein & Minkler, 2007). The strengths of this 
framework lie in its capacity to alert our sense of social consciousness to 
oppressive structures that affect older women (Ray, 2004) and to deconstruct 
reductionist notions pertinent to ageing and growing old (Formosa, 2005; 
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Holstein & Minkler, 2003). This thesis draws on this framework to explore older 
women’s lived experiences in rapidly changing rural environments. Its focus is, 
in the main, upon the political and moral economy paths of critical gerontology 
(Minkler & Estes, 1999), the aim being to provide insights into the disadvantaged 
and dependent positions of rural dwelling older women in rural Uganda.   
 
Recognising that ageing is a structural issue, the political economy path suggests 
that understanding the problems of the elderly necessitates the interrogation of 
their economic and political environments (Estes, Swan, & Gerard, 2008; Minkler 
& Estes, 1999). Ageing shapes and affects various structures of society, e.g., 
health and employment and - broadly speaking - the economy (Beard & Bloom, 
2015; Taylor, Loretto, Marshall, Earl, & Phillipson, 2016). In most cases, these 
themes, as reflected in policies, depict older women as dependent (Estes, 2004),  
an observation affirmed by Minkler and Estes (1999) who suggest that policy 
represents the structures and cultures of advantage and disadvantage embodied in 
social class, ethnicity, gender and age relations (p.17). However, viewed from a 
moral economy dimension, policies should be developed in consideration of the 
principle of fairness (Estes & Mahakian, 2001).  
 
For example, in the context of this study, rural villages in Uganda are 
experiencing massive transformations, particularly in the agricultural sector 
(Chauvin, Mulangu, & Porto, 2012). The latter is not only considered the 
‘backbone of Uganda’s economy’ (Musiime, Keizire, & Muwanga, 2005; Orindi 
& Eriksen, 2005); as well, it is a source of employment for the majority of the 
country’s older women (MoGLSD, 2009, p.53). However, the dominant rural 
ideology has always been that women’s participation in agriculture is driven by 
patriarchy (Little, 1987; Rutakumwa, Bukenya, Tumwekwase, Ssembajja, & 
Seeley, 2017). The moral concern here is that women’s contribution to agriculture 
in Uganda is not acknowledged in national accounts as economically productive 
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(Bjørnholt & Mckay, 2013). In addition, policies appertaining to ownership of 
land have encouraged practices reflecting male-dominance by failing to fairly 
protect the right of older women to own land before, during and after marriage 
(Place & Otsuka, 2002; Rutakumwa et al., 2017). This prompts the following 
query: How will women’s rights to land ownership be promoted and protected in 
later life when the majority are widowed?  
 
The marginalization of women in later life is unquestionably attributable to 
patriarchy and the interplay of cultures, histories and their positionality within the 
global economy (King & Calasanti, 2006). Other global forces further influence 
issues of power and privilege and their relevance for older women in Ugandan 
rural villages. When combined, all play a role in reconstructing traditional gender 
roles (Harper, 2006; Little & Panelli, 2003).  
 
The influence of old age in labour participation is also of interest to this research. 
Estes and colleagues (2008) postulate that ‘the status and resources of the elderly 
and even the ageing process itself are conditioned by one’s location in the social 
structure, and the economic and political factors that affect it’ (p.155). The 
position of the elderly in a capitalist environment is thus a product of their 
participation in the labour market and a defining factor for their socio-economic 
status over their life-course. This arrangement creates a structural base against 
which the daily life of the elderly is conditioned by institutions and policies (Estes 
& Phillipson, 2002; Inoue, 2007).  
 
Rural ageing is occurring in an era of neo-liberal economic globalization wherein 
the forces of the market and financial capital accumulation are drivers of society 
and welfare (Dumas & Turner, 2009; Ferguson, 2007; Hasenfeld & Garrow, 
2012; Rudra, 2002; Yeates, 2002), rather than  aspects of social justice and equity. 
For example, Uganda adopted the World Health Organisation Active Ageing 
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policy framework (2002). This policy problematises ageing and advances the 
notion of ‘active’ through an extended work-life as a solution (Foster & Walker, 
2014). The policy links older people’s functional abilities to remaining 
economically active; and, anyone who falls short of this prescription or 
precondition is not ageing successfully (Timonen, 2016). This is clearly reflected 
in Uganda’s National Policy for Older Persons (2009), a policy that advocates the 
reskilling of older people for economic independence. This deliberate 
disconnection of the state from the citizens through the development of welfare 
policies that promote a ‘reap what you sow’ mentality, forces one to imagine the 
state as the primary promoter of class inequality. 
 
Bourdieu’s Capital Theory 
 
Bourdieu’s capital theory is grounded in the understanding that the structure and 
functioning of the social world can only be made sense of by articulating the 
interaction of capital in both its material and non-material forms (Bourdieu, 
1986). As noted by Bourdieu in Medvetz & Sallaz (2018, p.348), capital is a 
social relation between groups of people or individuals. What comes through here 
is that: 1) society is a product of social relations between individuals, and 2) it is 
within these relations that opportunities to access and control resources (capitals) 
are constructed. In effect, capital (social, economic or cultural) has the potential 
of creating a stratified society based on the power and privilege derived from the 
extent to which people access and control material and non-material resources 
(Behrman, 2019). But how does this apply to the functioning of rural contexts in 
an era of massive in-migration and agricultural modernisation? 
 
For decades, the dominant discourse on rural income poverty and inequality 
particularly among the elderly in sub-Saharan Africa, foregrounds geographical 
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isolation from urban market centres as an explanatory factor (Aboderin, 2010; 
Aboderin & Beard, 2015; Chigbu, 2013). This narrative trivializes the ‘real’ 
structural components that underpin the construction of rural social spaces and 
how these translate into economic and social distress. Given the current rapid 
rural socio-economic transformations occurring amidst increasing levels of 
poverty, this study draws upon Bourdieu’s capital theory- which utilizes an 
economic lens - to not only interrogate but make sense of ‘what is going on in the 
new rural economy’.  
 
In Bourdieu’s sociology, environments of economic development – a case in 
point Kalungi village, are viewed as social fields that provide a firm ground for 
processes that enable the intersectionality of capitals. But Boudieu alludes to the 
fact that these capitals are not tangible things per se but rather social relations that 
are built around things (Medvetz & Sallaz, 2018). In effect, capital takes on 
various forms e.g., knowledge, skills, goods (cultural, social, economic) and is 
convertible. However, it only becomes legit under specific conditions: 1) if 
valued by the elite of a particular community at a point in time as important in 
aspects of production, 2) when mobilised by groups of people or individuals to 
gain power and influence consequently leading to social stratification.   
 
In the context of this study, I apply Bourdieu’s capital theory for purposes of 
articulating the various forms of capital possessed by both native and migrant 
older women, that are considered ‘legitimate’ in the new rural economy. My 
interest is not only about who possess what but also, how have these capitals been 
transformed into a dignified and highest quality of later life in a rural context? – 
an aspect I have fully explored in chapter 4. Much as Bourdieu observes that in 
the real social world even the poorest of the poor have some form of capital, the 
complex question here is whose capital counts or is legitimate, and how is this 
rewarded in an environment that prioritises markets over human needs? In trying 
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to answer this question, I’m also asking myself do poor migrant and native 
women’s capital promote agency, autonomy or self-determination? Bourdieu 
reminds us that capital is a source of power and privilege.  For instance, I 
observed as documented in chapter 4 and 5, that some women talked of using the 
‘hoe’ for weeding while others used ‘pesticides’. Is it the use of the hoe or 
pesticides that is more rewarding and legitimate in the new rural economy? Of 
course, once the element of legitimacy emerges two things happen: 1) there is a 
tendency to exclude, and 2) there is a constant struggle to be included – all of 
which create situations of poverty and inequality. 
 
However, in this thesis, Bourdieu’s capital theory, has enabled the assessment of 
whether rural development has enhanced and constrained older women’s efforts 
to accumulate capital (in all forms) that is important for the everyday agricultural 
activities as dictated by the new economy.   
 
Gudeman’s Economic Theory 
 
This thesis draws upon Gudeman’s economic theory in analysing native and 
migrant older women’s economic practices. While this theory is consistent with 
Bourdieu’s capital perspective, Gudeman considers specific aspects – mutuality 
and trade - that shape the foundation of the economy as well as the trade practices 
of those surviving within it at a particular time (Gudeman, 2008).  
Gudeman utilises a political economy lens to view economic practices as being 
shaped by the conflict between the desire to maintain relationships of reciprocity, 
agreements, policies, shared values and norms (mutuality realm) and the need to 
engage in production based on the dictates of the market (trade realm). As 
observed by Gudeman, mutuality embodies community collectiveness while 




What this tells us in the context of this study is that, with the introduction of cash 
cropping in rural villages, land for example, a resource shared by both natives 
and migrants, has become more important for them to engage in production for 
home use/self and for exchange /market. In this case, there is a house economy 
that satisfies basic needs eg., food, and a market economy that calls for profit 
making. Whereas profit making is a culture associated with development 
processes, it has the potential of ‘disconnecting people from relationships with 
others and from themselves’ (Gudeman, 2008, p.58). The implication here as I 
have demonstrated in chapters 4-7, is that trade/market has an eroding effect on 
mutuality or communal modes of exchange, labour participation and household 
expectations, with the potential of causing conflict, amplifying income 
inequalities and unequal development. All these aspects play a significant role in 
shaping older women’s identities, relations to others and well-being in later life. 
In sum, Gudeman’s economic theory has enabled the analysis of how migrant and 
native older women are navigating and positioning themselves in the new market 
economy. In addition, the theory provides an insight on how they are extending 
themselves to resources of the rural base in a rapidly growing capitalist 
environment.  
    
Socialist Feminist Theory 
 
This research also draws on socialist feminist theory which recognises that 
women’s oppression and class formation are products of capitalism within which 
patriarchy rests (Ehrenreich, 1976; Holborow, 2018; Wharton, 1991). The central 
point raised by socialist feminists is that within a capitalist environment, women’s 
oppression is reflected in the forms under which their labour is exploited. This is 
reflective of their gender relations as defined in a male-dominated society; hence, 
the notion of capitalist patriarchy (Eisenstein, 1977). Within this framework, class 
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structure takes shape and becomes variously institutionalized through the 
dichotomies of private and public, nuclear and extended families, and domestic 
and wage labour (Eisenstein, 1977, p.10), with value attached to those in spheres 
considered economically productive (Carney & Gray, 2015; Phillipson, 1982). 
 
Critics of socialist feminist theory have challenged it for its assumption that men 
and women are equal (Ghodsee & Mead, 2018). That notwithstanding, its focus 
on eliminating capitalism provides a trajectory for understanding the intersection 
of privilege and oppression. It is against this understanding that the theory is 
applied to this research. Preliminary investigation reveals that it is within this 
environment that diverse experiences of ageing can be explored (Calasanti & 
Zajicek, 1993).  
 
Part of the experiences of ageing is formation of identity. In recent decades, 
theoretical frameworks have been developed that have provided insight into how 
people come to belong, i.e., create meaningful identities (Hall & Du Gay, 2006) 
and develop a sense of attachment to their social worlds throughout their life-
course (Proshansky, Fabian, & Kaminoff, 1983; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). I draw 
on place and sociological identity frameworks to gain insight into how older 
women are inspired by rural living wherein global processes have altered the 
culture, family structure, and agency. The frameworks are fundamental to 
highlighting the social processes, practices and experiences that shape place 
attachment and identity for the older women participants, albeit they remain 
fragmented (Hauge, 2007) and continue to generate aspects of marginalisation 
and inequalities across the life-course.  
 
The notion of who we are is a product of: a) how we view the self; b) the self in 
relation to the other; and, c) how we construct the places and spaces we occupy 
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(Hernández, Hidalgo, Salazar-Laplace, & Hess, 2007) knowing that all these 
aspects shape our everyday experiences. In this section, I first analyse the 
concepts of place and place identity before exploring sociological concepts of 
identity. 
 
The term “place” is highly contested and used in different ways and contexts. It 
has been defined as a “location or dwelling connecting people to their 
environment but continuously changing” (Cresswell, 2004, p.128). This is a 
definition that resonates with contemporary rural regions. Dixon and Durrheim 
(2000) argue that “places are reconceived as dynamic arenas that are both socially 
constituted and … constitutive of the social” (p.27). According to this definition, 
rural places are social processes that produce human experience that older women 
use to construct the meaning of their environments (Harner, 2001). It is from these 
social processes that they gain a place-identity (Massey, 2013). 
 
The notion of identifying with a place is constructed on the understanding that 
the properties of the physical and social environment, and the extent to which 
they serve one’s needs over the life-course, are associated with gaining a sense of 
identity and belonging to a place (Proshansky et al., 1983). This suggests that in 
the process of constructing place identity, one cannot ignore the means within the 
place (attributes to meet needs) and the meaning of place (to create identity). Both 
aspects affect one’s health (Bolam, Murphy, & Gleeson, 2006). Place-identity 
focuses on place as home (Easthope, 2004). There is no doubt that over the life-
course, there is that one place to which individuals will refer as ‘home’. It is that 
place that embodies one’s life experiences, imagination, memories and 
aspirations, and provide a sense of identity and belonging (Rowles & Chaudhury, 
2005). However, it is also important to note that by referring to home as ‘place’, 
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we are acknowledging that it is a social construct that is fluid and can be contested 
(Skinner & Winterton, 2017).  
 
Any contested places undermine the historically held values of identity (Hall & 
Du Gay, 2006). So, how do older women construct identities in places of socio-
cultural and political alteration driven by the influences of globalisation? And 
how do these understandings contribute to their ageing experiences? Three major 
concepts that sociologists employ facilitate an understanding of how identities 
are built over place and time in an economically transformative society. These 
include Sociological and Post-modern perspectives. 
 
Sociological perspectives of identity 
 
A sociological perspective acknowledges the complexity of identity formation in 
the modern world (Hall, 2008).  As Hall and Du Gay (2006) observe, identity is 
not about the authenticity of the real us, but rather about the dictates of the worlds 
outside, and the identities they have to offer based on material resources. In these 
worlds, the self is a product of how we relate to significant others, particularly on 
grounds of shared values and norms (Hall & Du Gay, 2006). The whole notion is 
thus about conscious awareness of belonging to a particular social grouping or 
category. It is this very understanding that is being applied to this study. How do 
older women relate to others in an era of rural economic transformation? 
 
Central to this perspective is the belief that people develop intra and intergroup 
relations and identities through a process of self-categorisation (Bergami & 
Bagozzi, 2000; Burford, 2012). During this process, individuals locate 
themselves within the broader social categories with which they identify, usually 
race, gender, ethnicity, locality, marital status or religion (Trepte & Loy, 2017). 
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However, there is a tendency towards in-group comparisons based on other 
attributes, e.g., material resources that may bring a sense of pride to members, 
urging them to form sub-social groups (Hornsey, 2008). Members of the sub-
group ensure that they maintain a positive group identity as a way of enhancing 
their personal self-esteem (Hogg, 2001; Hogg, Abrams, & Brewer, 2017).  For 
example, older women may collectively identify as rural residents but go further 
to create an intragroup of those who own material resources, land, for example. 
Of course, this comes with a sense of pride, esteem, and enhanced social status.  
 
The strength of the sociological notion lies in it explaining collective processes. 
However, it ignores the fact that the structuring of society privileges some 
members while disadvantaging others. In the context of older women, their rural 
environments have a multiplicity of powerful actors who have the power to 
control the resources. Hence women’s exclusion or inclusion based on the 
prevailing circumstances.  
 
Hall (2008) draws on a post-modernism perspective to heighten our awareness 
that we live in a world of constant mobility with shifting borders and boundaries, 
so, it is with our identities. It is all embedded in notions of social advancement, 
development and civilization, leading to capitalist practices in which forces of 
production and consumption are constantly dismantling social structures and 
relations (Hall & Du Gay, 2006); a process I refer to as “eroded localism”. The 
erosion of structures gives meaning to people’s social worlds, dislocating one 
from self and the social and cultural arenas (Hall, 1993). 
Conclusion 
 
For rural regions, capitalism brings about cultural imperialism and the refiguring 
of communities via rapid and continuous changes to the social-political and 
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economic systems of interaction. In this case, there has been an erosion of rural 
localism or culture, and transformation and replacement of identities. The core 
self is lost. Identities become fluid, open, and more of a ‘moveable feast’ that sees 
traditional community values and symbols replaced with currently bestowed 
representations by the powerful. Those ageing in rural regions are left with 
limited options regarding how to fit into this dynamic place based on aspects of 
gender and class - constructed under the guise of advancement and development 
– and subsequently ravaged by oppression and ignorance (McRobbie, 1993). The 
two key questions raised within the context of this study thus become: how do 
older women [re]construct their social selves in order to fit into the contemporary 
rural culture? and What is the rural culture? Undoubtedly these questions 
contribute to our understanding of lost rural values attributable to current 
economic transformations; however, of greater importance is seeking the 

































This chapter reviews the literature on the current rural transformations in Uganda, 
and the global forces that impel them. Particular focus is on migration trends, 
agricultural development plans and policies. The argument here is that while there 
is a general perception that old age shapes women’s later life experiences, in the 
case of Uganda’s elderly women, more attention needs to be paid to the social 
transformations occurring in the country’s rural villages. In this chapter I discuss 
women’s land rights, and how the dominant narratives interpret elderly Ugandan 
women’s relationships with welfare. In order to provide a comprehensive 
overview of the welfare structure for this cohort, the historical perspective - 
together with the current social protection strategies - are explored.  
 
Global influences and rural transformation 
 
The notion of a global village is by no means fictitious. In today’s globalising 
world, we experience our life trajectories in both tangible and intangible ways 
hitherto never envisaged. These ways, however, have significant implications not 
only for our social relations, but also for institutional functionality and policies 
which, taken together, shape a country’s ageing environment. In this section of 
the chapter, I argue that ageing is occurring within a global context wherein the 
forces of capitalism are influencing various aspects of society, e.g., family, 
welfare policies and the movement of people across borders. My aim in this 
section of the thesis is to enhance readers’ understanding of how rural 
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transformations are occurring in Uganda and of the current circumstances within 
which older women are experiencing these changes. To this end, I draw on the 
literature to demonstrate the connectedness of global events to local changes in 
terms of macro-economic policy frameworks, feminised migration and labour 
participation.  
 
Globally, the numbers of older people are rapidly increasing. It is projected that 
the world’s aged population (60 years and over) figures will reach 2 billion by 
2050, with women living longer than men (UN, 2017; WHO, 2015). Thus, not 
only can longevity be considered a human development milestone; as well, it 
serves to remind us to reflect on the associated opportunities, challenges and 
broader context within which population ageing occurs.  
 
In today’s world, ageing is occurring in an era of globalization which is witness 
to massive cross-border movements of human and economic capital (Phillipson, 
2003, 2010; Powell, 2017; Wilson, 2002). This development, as well as creating 
new environments, communities and conditions of ageing, is also transforming 
the concept of ageing – hitherto a localised national issue - into a trans-national 
concern (Alan Walker, 2005). As Walker argues, globalization is not necessarily 
the problem; rather, the dominant global market-oriented policies intrinsic to 
globalization represent a challenge to the proper delivery and access to welfare 
services (p, 815). Whereas welfare policies are designed with a business 
perspective, market prices determine the provision of welfare services rather than 
the actual needs of the elderly (Estes & Phillipson, 2002). This approach, 
however, ignores the diversity that characterizes both ageing and the gender 
dimension (Timonen 2016, p.88). In addition to being categorized as 
‘homogeneous’, older people are viewed as consumers of goods and services. 
However, their levels of consumption are dependent upon their participation in 
the labour market. As well as creating class inequality, this exacerbates the 
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tension between state-designed programs for the elderly and those initiated by 
global institutions. 
 
The World Health Organisation (WHO), which identifies as a global institution,  
is currently advancing its ‘Active Ageing’ Policy framework (WHO, 2002) that 
aims to  encourage governments to develop plans and programs that will motivate 
older people to remain active and independent in later life. Despite the fact that 
these plans are meant to enhance the well-being of the elderly, they frequently 
create a prescriptive model of ageing based on set parameters that do not 
necessarily match the existing resources within a particular context (Timonen, 
2016). With their emphasis on functionality in later life, the implications are that 
those growing older should remain economically active; that is, able to cater for 
their personal needs.  
 
The aged must assume the responsibility for their personal wellbeing, not become 
dependent upon the state. However, this approach does not take into consideration 
the systemic barriers in developing countries that may impede the elderly’s 
achieving of these ‘gold standards’ of functionality, e.g., poverty, one’s migration 
status, and gender discrimination throughout the life-course (Aboderin, 2010). 
This approach does little to benefit older women living in rural communities of 
developing countries like Uganda; i.e., women who live below the poverty line, 
are dependent on subsistence farming, are prone to agricultural shocks, and have 
no property rights (McFerson, 2010). A deeper probe into the poverty line reveals 
that it does not tell us much about poverty being gendered. The relevant data is 
based on household incomes that do not necessarily show power relations in 
terms of access and control of resources, land. Moreover, the households 
researched were male headed whereas today there is increasing evidence of 
households headed by older females (Mugisha et al., 2013). The outcome of this 
is threatened or undermined self-determination, agency creates an overt attack on 
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the rural social order. Therefore, within today’s market-oriented environment, 
there is some likelihood of creating new structures of inequity and social division 
among older people (Fine, 2014; Harper, 2006, 2014). The situation becomes 
even more complicated by the increase in the number of immigrants, particularly 
given the conditions under which they migrate. That said, it should be noted that 
of recent, the International Women’s Development Agency (IWDA) released the 
multidimensional (15 dimensions) gender-sensitive Individual Deprivation 
Measure (IDM) tool which drills down beyond the household level to reveal the 
poverty experienced by individual household members (Bessell, 2020). While 
this study has not adopted the tool given that it was launched after the research 
had been conducted, the tool should be considered for use in future ageing studies 
that aim to improve data on older women’s poverty. 
 
Current migration trends, ageing and rural communities in Uganda 
 
Migration, as well as impacting rural ageing in Africa (Kendall & Anglewicz, 
2017), is profoundly shaping the experiences of old age and ageing (Phillipson, 
2003), as this will become evident in my study of the women. The extant literature 
shows that Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), of which Uganda is part, has one of the 
largest ratios of ageing female populations living in rural communities (HelpAge 
International, 2014). This phenomenon is in part attributable to the magnitude of 
intracontinental feminized migration (a topic I discuss in the latter part of this 
section).  
 
Historically, internal migration in Africa was largely driven by climatic changes 
that mainly affected pastoralists and subsistence food growers (Barrios, 
Bertinelli, & Strobl, 2006). Groups of usually male, (Adepoju, 2003) nomads and 
casual workers, often termed  ‘environmental migrants’, moved during the dry 
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season to areas wherein rain had  ‘greened’ the pastures, returning to their 
respective villages at  the end of the wet season. This form of mobility/immobility 
in postcolonial settings shaped the gender ideologies that have become embedded 
in aspects of place and space, ideologies that were premised on the assumption 
that women are private creatures with restricted movement (Cresswell & Uteng, 
2008). This reifies the understanding that restricted mobility propagates restricted 
power and identity.  
 
In effect, women are excluded from the public domain wherein opportunities lie 
(Mandel, 2004). However, of late, Africa is experiencing significant intra-
continental and feminised movements occurring within diverse political, 
economic and social contexts (Adepoju, 2000, 2004, 2008a). Of paramount 
interest here is the question: Are these movements translating into power and in 
what ways? This research seeks to determine: a) to what extent this movement 
has socially and economically organised older Ugandan women; and, b) how they 
interpret this is in terms of reconstructed values and goals in a new environment.    
 
Historical drivers of rural migration  
 
Uganda has witnessed an influx of migrants over the past two decades (IOM, 
2013). Although the country does not politically identify as multicultural, many 
of these migrants are internationals from the East African region. Some among 
them are internal migrants. The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) 
recognises that this wave of migration has its genesis in several historical factors 
ranging from conflict and poverty to regional trade (p.1). And regions such as 
Mubende have witnessed a wave of migration and settlement over centuries. 
These in fact long predate colonialism and accelerated following the British 
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interventions during the Buganda-Bunyoro war and continued well into the 
colonial period and beyond (Schoenbrun, 1998).  
 
Between 1962, when Uganda gained independence, and the late 1980s, Uganda 
has experienced periods of civil war and ethnic conflict (Liebling-Kalifani, 
Marshall, Ojiambo-Ochieng, & Kakembo, 2007). These upheavals, which 
affected several areas of the country, caused women to move from one region to 
another in a form of internal migration. However, conflict was not restricted to 
Uganda;  neighbouring countries also experienced upheaval, e.g., the Burundi 
conflict of 1993-2005 (Bundervoet, Verwimp, & Akresh, 2009), the Rwanda 
genocide in 1994 (Adelman, 2017), the first and second Congo wars (1996-1997 
and 1998-2003 respectively) (Olsson & Fors, 2004; Turner, 2002), and the Kivu 
armed conflict in the Eastern part of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 
in 2004-2009.  
 
Given the extent of this regional conflict, migration has been inevitable. Early in 
the new millennium, peace and security were restored to Uganda (Ssenyonjo, 
2005). As a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, the country became, - and 
continues to be - a preferred destination for refugees and asylum seekers mainly 
from the East African region (UNHCR, 2016). It is estimated that as of 2017,  the 
number of Rwandans refugees in Uganda totalled17,147, in Burundi (45,993), 
Somalia (42,826), South Sudan (898,864) and Congo (226,200) (UNDP, 2017). 
While some are recent migrants, significant numbers have lived in Uganda for 
over a decade, becoming part of the country’s ageing population. Seventy-eight 
per cent reside in Uganda’s rural areas. Of the total refugee population, 51 per 
cent are female (UNHCR, 2018), a number almost consistent with the total female 
population of Uganda (52 per cent, (UBOS, 2018b)) and creating a gender ratio 
imbalance. According to (Carlsen, 2009), this high percentage of female refugees 
explains the oppressive conditions to which women are exposed, i.e., patriarchal 
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militarism marked by extreme forms of violence. The gendered nature of this 
migration creates a situation wherein these movements can create opportunities 
to either remedy or reinforce oppression (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Cranford, 2006).  
 
The post-conflict period has been mired in persistent economic stagnation, 
unemployment, poverty and environment degradation, particularly in the regions 
of Congo and Rwanda (Adepoju, 2008a; Koyame & Clark, 2002). This period, in 
which governments struggled to create decent employment opportunities, saw 
household incomes drop. In addition, there was limited access to social services 
- education and healthcare, for example - a situation that mainly affected the poor, 
particularly the women and children. Even for those dependent on agriculture, 
accessing arable land in the post-war period proved a sizable challenge (Adepoju, 
2006). As a result, many families had no option but to migrate to neighboring 
Uganda (Vlassenroot & Huggins, 2005). Within the same period, internal 
migration in Uganda in the form of rural-urban movement reached a high of 12 
per cent (ARI, 2012, p.5).  Young people moved to the country’s major cities in 
search of better economic opportunities, leaving behind an ageing population and, 
in the process, creating an intergenerational support gap (Aboderin, 2004a, 2010; 
Aboderin & Beard, 2015; Golaz & Rutaremwa, 2011; Valerie Golaz et al., 2017). 
However, at the same time as these movements were depopulating some rural 
regions, other regions were experiencing in-migration (Phillipson & Scharf, 
2005). 
 
In recent times, the Ugandan government has taken deliberate steps to boost trade 
and investment in the region, its aim being to ensure economic recovery after 
decades of conflict. Intra-continental migration is being utilised as a tool for 
achieving structural transformation and regional integration. For example, as a 
founding member state of the East African Community, Uganda ratified the East 
African Common Market Protocol (2009). This allows free movement of persons, 
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labour and capital, and grants rights of establishment and residence within the 
receiving community (EAC, 2014). Being a regional market, Uganda envisions a 
boost in its agricultural sector. This is not only seen as a way of tackling rural 
poverty; as well, it will contribute to overall national economic growth (Diao et 
al., 2010).  
 
Local impact of capitalist global influences 
 
Currently, 85 per cent of older people in Uganda live in the country’s rural areas. 
Among this cohort, the majority are women aged 60 years and over living below 
the poverty line (UBOS, 2014). In spatial terms, the rate of poverty is unequally 
experienced between rural and urban regions (30.8 per cent in rural regions and 
15.2 per cent in urban areas, higher than the national poverty rate of 27 per cent). 
The poverty rate among subsistence farmers – many of whom are older women - 
is an alarming 38.2 per cent (UBOS, 2018, pp. 85-90). While these statistics show 
poverty trends, some of the indicators used are based on modern global trends, 
e.g., ‘modern housing’ and ‘access to electricity’, trends that do not necessarily 
reflect the actual needs of the ageing population. Most importantly, they fail to 
reflect the gendered nature of poverty beyond the material perspective. The idea 
of materialism is male centric and assumes that indicators such as ‘modern 
housing’ have the same meaning and values for men and women. One could argue 
that material focus is important given the transition to a cash-cropping economy 
which requires access to land and modern technologies, e.g., fertilizers and 
hybrid-seedlings. However, none of these provides a holistic view of well-being. 
They are modernistic perspectives of life, reflective of market-centric values that 




Concomitant with an escalation of poverty rates in rural Uganda, a strategy aimed 
at boosting the agricultural sector and creating more employment opportunities 
has been employed. It is well supported by the National Development Plan – 
Vision 2040 (Uganda National Planning Authority, 2013). However, the success 
of this policy is partially dependent on the flow of skilled and unskilled labour 
through regional migration to rural communities; and, it will necessitate funding.  
Currently it has attracted foreign direct investment (FDI) and partnerships 
(Gerlach & Liu, 2010). For example, during his bilateral tour of Uganda, 
Narendra Modi, the Prime Minister of India, pledged a line of credit worth 64 
million dollars to support agriculture and dairy production (Parliamentary 
address, 25 July 2018).  
 
Critics of this development approach argue that due to deteriorating agro-
ecological conditions in most African countries, the agricultural institutions are 
too weak to support this strategy (Bates & Block, 2009; Collier & Dercon, 2014). 
This, together with fluctuating global market prices (Collier, 2003; Ellis, 2005), 
makes it an inappropriate intervention for poverty reduction. Collier and Dercon 
argue for non-farming alternatives, mining, for example, that is anticipated to 
bring Africa huge economic benefit.  While this approach provides a means of 
diversified household income, because it is labour intensive, it will disadvantage 
older women’s participation. The end result will be persistent poverty and 
widening class inequality.   
 
The proponents of non-farm alternatives steadfastly ignore the fact that not all 
African countries are richly endowed with mineral resources for extraction. 
Regions within these countries are similarly disadvantaged. This perceived 
deprivation will exacerbate spatial and continental inequalities. Proponents of the 
Green Revolution foresee agriculture playing a multi-dimensional role in poverty 
alleviation in rural regions, particularly among small-scale farmers (Gabre-
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Madhin & Haggblade, 2004; Haggblade & Hazell, 1989). The assumption is that 
research will reveal better scientifically proven agricultural technological 
innovations including mechanization and high-yielding crops that will enhance 
food security and the development of manufacturing industries for farm inputs 
(Haggblade, Hazell, & Reardon, 2010).  
 
It is against this scenario that the government of Uganda, through its national 
research organization (NARO), has encouraged female engagement in agriculture 
by supplying free improved bean and maize seeds (Sserunkuuma, 2005). This 
agricultural strategy has provided a number of older women with the incentive to 
settle in rural regions and participate in the sector in different ways.  
 
However, here it is important to note that the current pattern and trend of 
migration to rural regions has implications not only for the demographic shift, but 
more in terms of how women participate in labour and access land, all of which 
impact on how the economy is functioning given its dependence on agriculture. 
Currently, Uganda’s population growth rate is 3.0 per cent per annum (UBOS, 
2014), a figure likely to increase given the inflow of migrants. However, this 
growth rate has not kept pace with the country’s economic growth rate which has 
stagnated at a gross domestic product (GDP) of 4.5 per cent over the past five 
years (World Bank, 2018). This decline has been variously attributed to Uganda’s 
increased expenditure on military engagement in South Sudan, rampant 
corruption (Obwona, 2001), the collapse of public institutions, and the impact of 
the debt burden (Kpundeh, 2017; Senadza, Fiagbe, & Quartey, 2017). Due to the 
slow economic growth rate, there have been few job opportunities created, hence 
the national labour force participation rate of 52.3 per cent. Furthermore, it has 
resulted in significant spatial variations in paid employment:  55 per cent in urban 
areas and 31 per cent in rural regions (UBOS, 2018a). What we know is the 
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existence of gender disparities in labour participation with men being more 
privileged than women (C. Sachs, 2018). 
 
This implies that concomitant with the increase in the numbers of migrants in the 
rural regions, there has been growth in the number of those entering the 
agricultural labour force. The key concerns here are whether the rural regions can 
act as a buffer zone between poverty in the current labour pool and the cultural 
drawbacks that impede women’s property and land rights.  
 
Locating older women in a changing rural context 
 
In contemporary society, growing older occurs in various and unique contexts, 
rurality being one of those contexts (Burholt & Dobbs, 2012; Keating, 2008). 
Undoubtedly, the notion of rurality, which has been one of the most contentious 
issues in the history of rural studies (Arellano & Roca, 2017; Gilbert, 1982; 
Halfacree, 1993; Hiner, 2016; Skinner & Winterton, 2017), has meant different 
things to different people within different spaces and time (Cloke, Marsden, & 
Mooney, 2006). For example, several terms are being used to refer to rural 
regions, e.g., the countryside, wilderness or country (Philo, 1992). In Uganda, 
however, the term “village” is commonly used to refer to rural regions. However, 
this can prove problematic given that “village” is a local council administrative 
term applied to areas of residence in both rural and urban settings. For this reason, 
this nomenclature not only creates a challenge in terms of blurring boundaries 
between rural and urban regions (Woods, 2009), but also in defining a “rural” 
population. As Easthope observes, the social construction of rurality has impacted 
both the social positioning of those growing older within the regions and their 




Historically, rural regions in Uganda have been portrayed as places of 
disdavantage characterized by a slow, anti-modern and backward approach to life 
(Chigbu, 2013). This assumes that Uganda’s rural areas - unlike its urban regions 
- lack the necessary structural mechanisms that enable them to contribute 
significantly to the country’s economic growth. Their lack of infrastructure, for 
example a developed transport system, is perceived as a hindrance to commerce, 
trade, and the creation of employment opportunities in the area (Bahiigwa, Rigby, 
& Woodhouse, 2005). The major victims of these inequalities are older women 
whose disadvantage is assumed to be exacerbated by age. This assumption, 
however, fails to take into account the extent of the cumulative disadvantage they 
experience throughout their respective life courses, i.e., their subjection to 
unequal power distribution. This particular understanding of rural construction is 
rooted in the legacy of colonial governance that viewed rural areas and their 
populations from a production, property ownership and relations of exploitation 
perspective; in effect, as symbols of development and progress (Davoudi & Stead, 
2002) in an environment that reflected power and class.  
 
Within this environment, older women are portrayed as “living at the margins”. 
Their  lives are not described beyond the confines of poverty and deprivation 
(Age International, 2015). While this hegemonic view has proven to be the 
cornerstone of policy documentation  pertinent to ageing (Menec et al., 2015), it 
depicts a lack of sensitivity to the impacts of gender, class, migration and macro 
policies on agriculture in rural areas. As Massey maintains, we know that spaces 
are not voids: they are indicative of relationships between people (Massey, 2013). 
The current social constructs originating with those with power, e.g., 
policymakers and academicians, reflect the disconnection of gender relations and 
its implications for material manifestations in rural areas. Not being fully 
cognisant of the relationship between economic aspects and social relations as 
they occur in rural settings is ignoring the causes of poverty among older women 
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and, by extension, the possibility of misrepresenting them. This is something I 
have explored in chapters 4-6, asserting that economic aspects/activities can only 
thrive in an environment of social relations. 
 
Over the decades, rural villages have been viewed as places that derive their 
meaning from the differences in our everyday experiences and practices within 
the urban environment. Quite often, rural researchers find themselves trapped in 
rural-urban dualism (Hiner, 2016; Sahn & Stifel, 2003). This thesis challenges 
this position on the grounds that it was constructed by those with power, not from 
the realities of older women who live and work in these environs. Their 
perceptions are based on ideologies considered valuable by and for a few elites. 
For example, rural areas have traditionally been associated with attributes 
including authenticity of people and life. Communities support each other, in the 
process creating a sense of collectiveness. They have close family ties in the form 
of social capital and feel a sense of meaningful identity and attachment to place 
(Keating, 2008; Wenger, 2001). While these assumptions about rural villages 
contribute to our understanding of the positive traditional community values in 
these settings, they are not contextualized within the sphere of current social 
transformations due to a changing rural economy. This is in the main due to the 
fact that they were constructed using a top-down (etic) approach rather than a 
bottom-up (emic) approach that reveals a) how these attributes have changed over 
time, and b) their impact on the everyday lives of older women.  
 
A number of studies exploring rural ageing have linked rural residence to 
healthier and greener environments, open spaces for social interaction, low crime 
rates (Jurkowski & DeWolfe, 2014; Manthorpe et al., 2008; Warburton, Scharf, 
& Walsh, 2016), good community cohesion, and agricultural landscapes 
(Andersson & Gabrielsson, 2012). In most cases, these constructs are reflective 
of the perceived deficits of urban living (Burholt & Dobbs, 2012). They depict 
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what the powerful value is in terms of rural functionality, but not necessarily how 
these idyllic conditions shape rural life for those ageing in these settings.  
 
However, what we do know is that rurality’s idyllic conditions are fluid constructs 
that change over time, place and space (Little & Austin, 1996). They are not 
uniform across rural settings in Uganda. One could interpret this as rural 
deprivation or disadvantage; but. this would not make a valid argument given that 
we do not know how it has disadvantaged rural dwellers and in what ways. Most 
importantly, it has been argued that within these idyllic conditions lies the power 
of patriarchal tendencies that reify gender roles and inequalities (Little & Panelli, 
2003). For example, in Uganda women domiciled in rural areas are expected to 
provide not only informal care at the household level, but also farm labour 
(Valerie Golaz et al., 2017). The latter is an historical activity embedded in 
colonial governance that characterized rural areas as agricultural landscapes in 
which women provided cheap farm labour (Johnson-Odim & Strobel, 1989).  
 
This colonial legacy persists in contemporary sub-Saharan Africa via a 
patriarchal system wherein men own the land, and a significant number of older 
women provide farm labour (Ogunlela & Mukhtar, 2009; Sharaunga, Mudhara, 
& Bogale, 2016). For example, a study of familial roles and social transformation 
among older people in Ghana revealed that agricultural activities were becoming 
feminised and done by the elderly, subject to use of rudimentary tools, (Oppong, 
2006a). Whereas agriculture depicts a cultural value of rurality in terms of land 
use, its feminisation is likely to instigate new forms of gender inequalities and 
injustices, given that older women do not own land. In a country immersed in 
mass economic agricultural production, social and cultural values attached to land 





If rurality is simplistically and superficially interpreted and perceived in terms of 
difference and lack (Cloke & Milbourne, 1992), agricultural landscapes (Cloke, 
1987; Friedland, 2002), and idyllic environments (Halfacree, 1993; Vepsäläinen 
& Pitkänen, 2010; Wenger, 2001), without reflexive insight into the perspectives 
of older women who live in the rural areas and the underlying explanations for 
their choices, it becomes a missed opportunity to understand the reasons 
underpinning their persistent poverty and inequalities. Cloke (2016) emphasises 
the need to be aware of the changes in material manifestation and relations, and 
the complexities of broader social, historical, economic, and political systems 
(p.21). This was necessary to my investigation. Furthermore, Cloke and Little 
(1997) argue to the effect that: 
  
A sensitive understanding of others suggests an acknowledgement of the 
several complex issues. ……[N]ot only do we have to escape the tunnelled 
vision of our own gaze on the world, but we also have to realise that in so 
doing we risk the homogenization of the non-self (p. 5). 
 
While the current conceptualisations of rurality assume rural regions to be 
homogeneous, ‘static and isolated’ from the rest of the world, they lack 
acknowledgement of the changing rural demographics, and cultural and 
economic conditions across the different regions. These have huge implications 
for older women’s state of disadvantage, even when the dominant narratives only 
focus on age as the ‘shaper’ of their experiences. It is for this reason that this 
thesis argues that while old age needs to be recognised as an important factor in 
rural ageing, myriad other circumstances and conditions relevant to the changing 
rural economy need to be taken into consideration.  
  
Obviously, the focus on age as a key determinant of older people’s later life 
experiences has its genesis in the growing crisis surrounding the funding of 
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pensions amid burgeoning unemployment figures (Bonnet, Ehmke, & 
Hagemejer, 2010). The assumption here is that concomitant with reduced 
financial risk in the form of income support, precarious conditions are mitigated, 
and overall well-being attained. In such cases, the state declares its mandate to 
decide who participates in the labour market by declaring a mandatory retirement 
age and the introduction of pension benefits. Zhu and Walker (2019) argue that 
in most developing countries, pensions enhance older people’s social inclusion. 
However, as they further assert, this is only possible if development is inclusive 
in terms of poverty elimination and mitigation of barriers to social participation.  
 
However, this is particularly complex in rural villages of Kalungi, female labour 
participation has for decades been informal with no clarity of when retirement 
happens, what it means, who retires, and from what. The implications here are 
that for those ageing in an era of agricultural transition from subsistence to cash-
cropping, retirement can only be understood in terms of their individualised 
constructions and experiences rather than their ages. This understanding provides 
a basis for articulating the sources of inequality and poverty in later life. 
Otherwise, the social category ‘age’ continues to be a source of societal confusion 
within policies aimed at addressing the needs of older people (Gillies & James, 
1994). One can attribute this challenge and fluidity to the fact that old age is a 
social construct (Estes, 2001; Holstein & Gubrium, 2007; Holstein & Minkler, 
2003; Johnson, 2005; Minkler, 1996). The challenge this poses is the creation of 
a trajectory to ageism through stereotyping, social prejudice, and the 
homogenization of older women as a mass of disadvantaged people (Quéniart & 
Charpentier, 2012). It does not tell us much about poverty and inequality. 
 
For example, from a global perspective, during the post-war period between the 
1950s and 70s, old age was constructed around aspects of retirement and welfare 
(Phillipson & Biggs, 1998). Retirement was constructed as a period of mental and 
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physical decline which saw older people regarded as having reduced capacity to 
work (Howse, 2005). Although this attracted the state pension, the notion of 
retirement has been challenged as a deliberate approach to structured dependency 
in later life (Johnson, 2005; Townsend, 1981; Walker, 1982), i.e., an ageist 
approach to labour participation (Duncan, 2017). The same approach to old age 
was adopted by Uganda. Arguably, it is a concept that has no meaning and 
relevance for the ageing rural poor (Lloyd-Sherlock, 2000). 
 
In the case of Uganda, the hegemonic understanding of being ‘older’ within the 
policy context is reaching the retirement age of 60 years (Ministry of Gender 
Labour and Social Development, 2009). I argue that this is predominantly a 
western concept. It assumes a systematic employment structure that allows for 
the accumulation of pension benefits after mandatory exit from the everyday 
work sphere.  However, in the case of Uganda, this is only applicable to those 
working formally as public servants. Apropos of this study, all of my participants 
were older women informally employed in the agricultural sector, with no 
preconditioned retirement age or pension benefits. Perhaps not surprisingly, there 
is an interesting twist to retirement: ‘not all retirees are old, nor are all elderly 
retired’ (Luborsky & LeBlanc, 2003, p.252). This renders the notion of age being 
a determinant of retirement contested. 
Viewing old age in terms of retirement - particularly for those in rural regions is 
non-contextualised and incompatible with local employment trajectories that 
warrant a pension. Furthermore, it is gender biased. The latter is premised on the 
fact that it favours men who have historically been in the public sphere wherein 
formal employment is offered, unlike women in the domestic sphere (Calasanti, 
2010, p.138). In fact, during the development of the Minimum Data Set Project 
(MDS) for sub-Saharan Africa, the lack of a contextualized definition of old age 
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was recorded as one of the challenges to social policy development (Kowal, 
Peachey, & World Health Organization, 2001; Kowal, Wolfson, & Dowd, 2000). 
 
The Minimum Data Set (MDS) is a World Health Organisation project that 
provides a framework for data items, definitions, and standards relevant to 
collecting data and providing an overall snapshot of older people in sub-Saharan 
Africa (WHO, 2002).  Arber and colleagues observe that old age in developing 
countries was constructed: a) based on one’s changing roles in society; and, b) 
based on loss of roles due to physical decline (but not retirement) (Arber et al., 
2003a). I argue that this is not a very helpful approach to the conceptualization of 
old age and women’s later life experiences, and certainly made little sense of 
Kalungi women’s later life experiences. Role transition is a gendered process 
framed within patriarchy that reinforces older women’s unpaid work and 
economic injustices throughout their life-courses. For example, women are 
considered ‘older’ if they marry or assume grandparenting roles. This seems 
dismissive of the fact that roles are social constructs that change during one’s life-
course (Arber et al., 2003a). In fact, in tandem with the changing rural economy, 
age becomes a necessary but not sufficient variable to explain role transition and 
older women’s social positioning. Within this scenario, ‘old age’ becomes a fluid 
concept, an imaginary ideology that is reconstructed over time and space.  
 
The key question that remains unanswered is as follows: When one considers the 
current market fundamentalism that is shaping rural economies and impacting on 
older women’s personal spheres of life and identity, how is old age 
[re]constructed and experienced? This is an important question as it determines 
the overall well-being of those ageing within a rural context. I deem it in the 
interest of this thesis to explore the extent to which ‘old’ age has shaped the lived 






This chapter unveils the transformations that have taken place in rural villages 
impacted by capitalism. Particular focus is upon land and migration trends. Of 
importance here is how and to what degree the transformations have impacted 
older women’s access to the resources that enable them to live meaningful lives, 
and the general notion of welfare. This discussion centres on the realization that 
if governments do not manage the forces of capitalism with policy regulations 
that emphasise human rights and equity, the consequences for Uganda’s ageing 























This chapter provides a brief background about the research context in terms of 
key village demographics, activities against which older women’s livelihood is 
constructed, the dynamics associated with land use, access, and control. All these 
aspects were important in answering my research questions. Further in the 
chapter, I provide a clear justification for undertaking a case-based qualitative 
inquiry as well as the philosophical approach underpinning my methodological 
approach. I further discuss the process of negotiating research access and 
developing relationship with research participants in some detail. Finally, I reflect 
upon some of the ethical considerations implicit to this research project.  
Research Setting and Context 
 
Village description - Kalungi  
 
The village of Kalungi is located in Kitenga sub-county, Kabyuma Parish in 
Mubende district. Located approximately 25kms from Mubende, it has a health 
centre within walking distance of Kalungi trading centre. Public transport in this 
area is not well developed.  Motorcycles locally known as ‘boda boda’ constitute 
the main mode of transport. The estimated total population is 2,300 people of 
whom approximately 100 are older women [sourced from the Local Council 
Chairperson’s records that I accessed during my first interview with said 
chairperson who provided background information about the community). The 
records were kept in a community register with ‘name, age and sex’ constituting 




Kalungi has fertile soil and a climate that favours agriculture. While the main 
economic activity in the area is crop farming, animals including pigs and goats 
are kept on a subsistence level. Crops commonly grown in the area include corn 
and beans - products that are in high demand in the neighbouring countries of 
Kenya, Rwanda, Congo and Sudan. Farming is undertaken on both personally 
owned and hired pieces of land, with women providing most of the farm labour. 
Concomitant with the increasing population, reduced farming spaces in 
neighbouring countries, and government policy regarding attracting foreign agri-
investors, has led to this area becoming one of the most sought after in Mubende 
district for agriculture. This has triggered a scramble for land, and facilitated land 
grabbing practices, and evictions ordered by politicians and foreign investors, a 
situation that has left residents – specifically older women – desperate, with 
nothing left. Their desperation has taken the form of land disputes that have, on 
occasion, resulted in cruelly inflicted deaths, kidnappings and cases of corruption. 
As I suggest in Chapter 2, these issues stemmed from the political economy of 
space wherein the forces of capitalism have largely impacted the forms of land 





               Figure 2: Location of Kalungi rural village in Mubende district 
                  (Source: National Population and Housing Census, 2014)  
 
Kalungi, which may be considered a rural migrant community, has experienced  
three waves of migrants: 1) casual farm labourers from Rwanda who, in the early 
1960s, came to work on the banana plantations owned by the Baganda who at the 
time,were the dominant tribe. However, as the population of Rwandans increased 
in the area, cultural tensions emerged causing a significant number of Baganda to 
sell  their land to in-coming migrants and relocate to the urban areas; 2)  migrants 
fleeing the Rwanda genocide and Congo conflict in 1994 and 1998 respectively; 
and 3) international migrants  seeking arable land who, up until now, continue to 
farm the land. This community has become more culturally diverse than it was 






Research Participants: Eligibility criteria and selection  
 
In this study, 21 women aged 50yrs and over, who had lived in the area for at 
least one year and were willing to share their stories through life history 
interviews, were chosen as participants. However, the contentious issue was 
referring to 50yr-olds as “older women”. The chairperson of the study village was 
not comfortable with the fact that the study, the focus of which was on ‘older 
women’, categorized those aged 50 years in this cohort. While this issue of 
definition and the local perceptions of ageing were topics I had planned to explore 
with the participants through my research conversations it became evident  from 
the outset that the voices of older women were important to guiding policy on 
decision-making pertinent to who is an older person, and according to what 
parameters. I discovered that the power to self categorise socially facilitates a 
dual sense of identity and entitlement. It was then agreed that if I planned to 
include those aged 50 years, I should refer to them as “adults” and not as “older 
women”. The mobilisation of the community was conducted for at least a week 
via door-to-door knocking and snowballing techniques, mainly because 
settlements were dispersed. 
 
Participants were selected using purposive (Bryman, 2015, p. 410) and theoretical 
sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). A purposive non-random sampling technique 
allows the researcher to strategically select participants who have relevant 
knowledge or experience of the subject of inquiry, and who meet the eligibility 
criteria with intent to increase transferability (Guarte & Barrios, 2006; Palinkas 
et al., 2015; Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Theoretical sampling, in this case, provides an 
opportunity to collect data specifically on land matters from specific participants. 
The intent is to build onto categories relevant to theory development (Charmaz 





The first set of participants was recruited through community dialogue. In this 
research, the effectiveness of dialogue was dependent upon the researcher’s social 
position within which relationships were constituted (Baxter, 2004). My 
interaction with women revealed similarities within which ‘selves’ were 
constituted, the outcome being those who consented to participate at that time. 
While dialoguing proved an effective strategy to employ during the initial 
meetings, those from the migrant community of Kalungi were less responsive due 
to issues of mistrust and a sense of insecurity.  
 
Snowballing was the second technique utilized for the purposes of recruitment. 
Women who had attended the community dialogue - or had already been 
interviewed - were asked if they knew of any friends who would be interested in 
participating (Bryman, 2016, p. 415). This technique has been criticised as a form 
of selection bias: eligible participants may be excluded because they are not part 
of the networks accessed. However, it provides access to participants who may 
have been excluded due: a) to mobility issues caused by old age; b) to dispersed 
settlements; and, c) to the long distances they have to travel to reach their homes 
(Cohen & Arieli, 2011). This technique proved a successful strategy for recruiting 
women in Kalungi. 
 
It generated knowledge on aspects of identity, social capital and power dynamics 
within the community. For the older women, participating in the research 
provided an opportunity to be heard as a group. This was not only important to 
them personally; it also helped to recruit their fellow older women, irrespective 
of any mobility challenges and the distances they had to travel to take part in the 
study. This was because they appreciated the opportunity to tell their stories. 
Older women, who were members of social clubs/associations, not only used 
81 
 
these avenues to attract members; as well, it enabled me to learn about these 
community associations and how they were an important part of the everyday 
lives of women. In the case of Mubende, the process of participant recruitment 
extended over a five-week period.  
 
Justification for adopting a qualitative approach  
 
In the case of this research, the adoption of a qualitative approach was 
fundamentally premised on the principle of enabling context-specific 
explanations (Creswell, Shope, Plano Clark, & Green, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln, 
2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Silverman, 1998). Within this research, stories of 
older rural women’s lived experiences are captured with the primary aims: 1) of 
challenging the oppressive dominant views that have historically silenced them 
(see Chapter 2); and 2) of offering another perspective of power and 
marginalization that contextualises ageing and rural living as multifaceted in 
nature and context-dependent (Keating, 2008; Keating, Swindle, & Fletcher, 
2011). I explore the women’s realities, and the degree to which they are 
embedded in their histories, socio-economic relations, cultural values and macro-
economic policy.  
 
Making meaning out of these structures called for investigation of older women’s 
subjective interpretations of their social worlds. As Bazeley (2013) emphasises, 
qualitative research is important for its revealing how people make sense of their 
worlds in what she terms ‘situated reality’ (p.19). In the context of this study, the 
adoption if a qualitative approach has allowed older women to narrate their life 
stories within the everyday contexts that have shaped their experiences. The 
women were treated as active participants in the co-construction of knowledge. 
Despite my position of power and privilege due to my education background and 
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social status, I worked with the women from a position of a learner but with power 
to facilititate the process of knowledge generation. In addition, I considered the 
fact that the process of generating knowledge emanates from ‘our’ shared position 
of disadvantage attributable to gender. At the same time, I acknowledged the 
diversity of views as dictated by time and space. Qualitative research offers the 
researcher an opportunity to exercise reflexivity, i.e., to become cognisant of 
her/his situatedness (Berger, 2015; Dowling, 2006; Finlay, 2002; McCabe & 
Holmes, 2009). For instance, I avoided bias and discrediting women’s stories 
based on my prior knowledge of rural villages. I instead positioned myself as a 
learner and asking why things are the way they are. I consider reflexivity integral 
to aspects of my social inquiry process and an ongoing process that permeated 
my research. However, here I stress that knowledge generation is not independent 
of the researcher (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Distancing the researcher from the 
researched can culminate in unnecessary power imbalances (Byrne & Lenṭin, 
2000; Chilisa, 2012; Smith, 2012).  
 
This study is grounded in the field of feminist gerontology research (Calasanti, 
2004; Dianne Garner, 1999; Hooyman, Browne, Ray, & Richardson, 2002; Neal 
& Calasanti, 2006; Ray, 1996, 2004).  As this field evolves, the co-construction 
of knowledge with marginalised populations becomes inevitable. From a 
constructivist perspective, this reflects the researcher’s values, i.e., what 
motivated her/him to investigate complex social phenomena (Mertens, 2007). 
Research should be used as an opportunity to explore social justice, and the 
creation of democratic societies wherein women’s voices count (Campbell & 
Wasco, 2000).  
 
My commitment to contributing to the transformation of oppressive structures 
has meant acknowledging, including and valuing the voices and reflections of the 
oppressed - in this case older women - as legitimate sources of knowledge. Giving 
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voice to older women required me, as a researcher, to ‘die momentarily as an 
expert’ and transfer power to older women to create open discussion of 
emancipation. In effect, it was both a concept of decolonization and an 
opportunity to co-construct scientific knowledge (Cooper, 2001). This approach 
promised to improve the accuracy of documenting the lived experiences of older 
women, and to advance new interpretations of female (rural) ageing in an 
emancipatory way; that is, to provide complementary and supplementary views 
(Mertens, 2007).  
 
The utilisation of a qualitative approach increases one’s understanding of the 
phenomenon in question. Research is not only enriched by a multiplicity of 
viewpoints; as well, it benefits from the different methods employed (Schrauf, 
2016; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2006). This has been 
demonstrated in the study of intersecting dynamics of social disadvantage. For 
example, during their study undertaken in two rural communities in Canada that 
aimed to explore aspects of age-friendliness in rural communities, Norah Keating 
et al. (2013) employed a mixed-methods approach with the qualitative strategy as 
dominant.  Their decision-making was based on the understanding that age-
friendliness is not just an objective measure of the availability or lack of 
resources. Rather, it is assessment of older people’s relationships within their 
environments, and how these change across time and place. The strength of the 
qualitative approach lies in its potential to enable theory building on social 
connectedness, disruption and dislocation based on a range of views expressed 
by migrant and native women.  Age-friendliness is not a static phenomenon. It is 
not solely dependent on the availability of resources; rather, it is a product of the 
interaction of older people with rural structures over time and space elements that 
shape agency. Despite the strengths noted, there can be a limitation to the clear 
articulation of the moral values of the systems or structures with which older 
people interact (Heinz & Krüger, 2001). That notwithstanding, Bourdieu - in 
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Medvetz and Sallaz (2018) - argues that one’s experiences over the life course 
are a reflection of institutional moral values, and how societies are changing their 
respective moral stances over time and space.  
 
Following Yin (2014), I utilised multiple qualitative methods, e.g., observation, 
reflective journal, and conducted interviews with older women. The purpose of 
this integration or mixing was to provide a broader and more comprehensive 
understanding of older women’s diverse experiences of growing older in a 
changing rural economy (Creswell & Clark, 2007; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; 
Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2006). The understanding here as I have demonstrated in 
chapter 2 is that older women are interacting with complex structures - some of 
which are beyond what they can see and touch. The utilization of mixed methods 
allows for the diversity of views and interpretations of migrants and natives’ 
everyday life experiences within the same social space to unfold naturally. In 
addition, the approach contributes to the narrative of transforming rural areas 
given the various methods employed that enabled the exploration of contextual 
factors within which power and privilege are entrenched (Mertens, 2007, p.120). 
The construction of knowledge at different levels allowed both older native and 
migrant women to understand rural realities in a language that benefited each 
category. As well, they become co-creators in facilitating the process of change.  
 
Philosophical underpinnings  
 
The adoption of a set of beliefs and values vital to understanding reality is a 
fundamental aspect of any social inquiry undertaking (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 
Lincoln & Egon, 2000). As Creswell observes, it is one way of choosing an 
appropriate methodology for a study (Creswell, 1998). In this chapter, I discuss 
critical realism, the philosophy underpinning this research. Particular focus is 
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upon exploring the lived experiences of older women in Kalungi, a small village 
in rural Uganda. 
 
As Fletcher (2017) notes, the world we live in has multiple, complex systems that 
influence our interpretation of reality. This complexity of social reality was first 
discussed by Roy Bhaskar within his philosophical framework of critical realism 
(Bhaskar, 2008), a theory that enables a relativist ontology which recognizes that 
“there is a world existing independent of our knowledge of it” (Sayer, 2000, p.2). 
Central to critical realism is the notion that our knowledge and interpretation of 
the social world is at best imperfect. Thus, it risks being either wrongly 
interpreted or confounded by a number of factors (Bazeley, 2013). For this 
reason, critical realists suggest that the reality of the social world is more than our 
construction of it. A deeper reality underpins what we know, interpret, and what 
we observe and experience (Carter & Sealey, 2009, pp. 70-81).  
 
Because reality is complex and systemic, it invites significant epistemological 
consequences (Bhaskar, 2008). Its complexity, according to Bhaskar, emanates 
from an understanding that the world is composed of open systems, structures 
and processes which, upon interaction, affect our experiences of the world and its 
subjective meaning. Thus, in effect, critical realism seeks causal explanation of 
the mechanisms underlying the pattern of events observed (Sayer, 2000). Upon 
examination, these mechanisms, sources of power and privilege are revealed and 
understood: the action required to change the status quo becomes clear (Archer, 
Lawson, & Norrie, 2013). 
 
In this research, focus is in the main upon exploring and interpreting older 
women’s experiences of living in a changing rural environment. In addition, the 
study seeks to provide an understanding of the contexts in which ageing occurs. 
Here my interest lies primarily in how rural villages are impacted by the forces 
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of capitalism. The study explores the varying effects of these forces, not only on 
villages but also on the ways in which older women engage in economic 
activities. As Bazeley (2013) argues: “[T]he context in which a process occurs is 
critical to that process but, when put in a different environment, you just don’t 
have different conditions, you potentially also have a different process” (p.334). 
The implication here is that rural villages are not necessarily the same. In similar 
vein, the experiences of migrants and natives change in accordance with changes 
in the environments to which members of each group were earlier accustomed. 
Critical realism thus provides an analytical and explanatory framework for 
examining the relationship between older women’s ageing experiences and the 
complex physical, socio-economic, cultural, and political systems that shape the 
lives of rural dwellers in Uganda. Within this context, I consider a qualitative 
approach to this study appropriate for gaining insight into the causal explanations 
behind the women’s ageing experience patterns.  
 
Research design and methods   
Case-based study design 
 
The overall research design for this inquiry required the adoption of a case-study 
approach (Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2014). I selected one case (a diverse group of village 
women) to expose and compare the power asymmetries that both underpin and 
dictate their lived experiences. Yin (1994, 2003, 2011) suggests that a single case 
design equates with conducting that one experiment within a context that has all 
the necessary conditions relevant to investigating a phenomenon, hence the 
robustness of the study. In the case of this thesis, the adoption of a case study 
approach provides an opportunity to interrogate and gain a deeper understanding 
of the variations in cultural, socio-political and economic rural systems that both 
influence and shape the daily lives of older native and migrant women. As Yin 
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observes: “While the boundaries and contextual conditions of a case may be 
‘blurred’, a case is defined as a bounded entity” (2012, p.6). Cases are not 
necessarily self-evident because they are a system; but they are capable of 
producing recognisable patterns (Stake, 2000, p. 436). The power of this research 
lay in its generating of context-dependent knowledge whereby older women’s 
stories unfolded in their real-life settings (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Bazeley, 2013, pp.1-
7). 
 
For the purposes of this investigation, I have adopted an explanatory case study 
approach (George, 2019; Møller & Skaaning, 2017), the value of which is well 
demonstrated in the extant ageing research (Beard & Bloom, 2015; Keating, 
Eales, & Phillips, 2013; Moore et al., 2013; Wicks, 2006; Yip, Brayne, & 
Matthews, 2006). For example, Keating, Eales and Phillips adopt an explanatory 
case-based approach to developing their theory regarding what constitutes age-
friendly rural communities from the perspectives of older adults. For the purposes 
of this study, two groups of 21 older rural residents in total were contrasted. The 
total number of respondents was considered sufficient to answer the research 
questions upon data saturation when no new information was being generated 
(Bryman, 2015).  
 
The strengths of this case-based approach were: a) the production of theories that 
revealed variations in rural resources; and, b) the contradictions within the 
WHO’s (2007) conceptualization of age-friendly communities. Although, this 
approach had the potential to produce time and context specific theories (Noor, 
2008), the application of said theories risks being affected by the passage of time 
and the ever-changing contexts. Despite this understanding, this research draws 
on the strengths of the explanatory case-based approach to provide explanations 
for the differences and commonalities observed between two categories of 
women, i.e., natives and migrants, and the diversity of their lived experiences. In 
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the next sub-section, I detail the approach to case selection, and provide a 
description of the cases. 
 
Planning for case selection 
 
My process of case selection involved both theoretical and practical approaches.  
The aims of these approaches were naturalistic in the sense that I sought to 
explore older women’s day-to-day lives in their real-life settings (Bowen, 2008; 
Crowe et al., 2011; Lincoln, 1985). This approach aligned with grounded theory 
(Glaser & Strauss, 2017) - in the sense that it allowed me to examine the social 
patterns and structures with which women interact on a daily basis. In the process 
of identifying one small village located in the central region of Uganda, I chose 
to focus on Mubende district given that it had all the key conditions relevant to 
this study.  First, and most importantly, it is an agricultural district. Over the past 
few years, it has been impacted by in-migration which has transformed it from 
the small agricultural village it was earlier into the culturally diverse community 
it is today. Despite these changes, I noted a lack of concrete information about in-
migration and its implications for rural residence. Thus, the first step was to 
review several secondary sources, e.g., national documents including the National 
Population and Housing Census (2014), Uganda Demographic and Health Survey 
- UDHS (2016) and the Mubende specific profile report (2014). As Yin (2014) 
advocates, the researcher may employ a multiplicity of methods as a means of 
accessing sufficient data about potential cases.  
 
After researching the above sources, I opted to take the practical step of 
consulting the heads of the district planning unit (the Population Officers (PO) 
and the Community Development Officers (CDO)) who were custodians of the 
data. My aim in engaging with the district officials was twofold: 1) to seek advice 
and elicit information about the village; and, 2) to gain access to any (or all) 
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relevant available data on older women (Richardson, Rhodes, Ragin, & Wilets, 
2006; Yin, 2014). My aims were to draw upon their local knowledge and 
expertise, access the district database (if any) and any relevant records, and to 
build the relationships vital to community entry (Blackstock et al., 2015). 
 
Initially I worked with the PO and CDO teams located in the area, trying to access 
possible sources of data. However, I was only able to unearth limited district data 
on older people by reviewing their district population reports. As well, I explored 
mini databases that contained information about the social services in the 
different sub-counties and the proportions of older people, and informally 
discussed data management issues. However, as Yin (2013) had already 
observed, most archival documents are produced for a specific purpose and 
audience; for this reason, their usefulness and accuracy regarding contemporary 
issues may be questionable. I also observed that the district lacked autonomy in 
terms of data gathering. In most cases, they were either passive recipients or 
active users of statistical information only, i.e., of information provided and 
approved by the Uganda National Bureau of Statistics (UNBS). Within such 
situations, one is compelled to question government structures and systems, their 
impact on data exploration, and whether all aspects of the data are reliable.   
 
Having identified the gaps in the data, I reflected on my study and its contribution 
to addressing the problem. Rather than being about the number of times I had 
observed data inadequacies and inconsistencies regarding older women, what 
seemed particularly relevant to me was my need to understand the practices, 
processes and mechanisms that had precipitated this situation. I explored the data 
issues further during my in-depth interviews with the policymakers, working 
from the assumption that data availability, more specifically data pertinent to 
those living in rural settings, was not only dependent on politically relevant 
knowledge but also, to some extent, on which older women’s issues were 
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considered a priority. The gaps in the data suggested that older women were not 
a priority and that their invisibility was of no particular relevance. To this end, 
this study contributes to providing data on relevant insights into older women’s 
lives in terms of opportunities, interests, needs and challenges in rural areas of 
Uganda. My strong conviction is that this study will help to improve the quality 
of data collected in Uganda’s national surveys and inform evidence-based 
gendered policies on ageing and health.   
 
Selection of the study village 
 
The actual sampling of the village was purposive in nature as it had the potential 
to illuminate the research question (Riain, 2009; Yin, 2012). The village was 
selected based on its being rural, accessible and culturally diverse. Accessibility 
to my proposed study sites was important in terms of time taken to travel to 
villages, to spend on observation, interaction with the community, and to conduct 
interviews, all of which had to be achieved within the research budget. Of 
paramount importance, however, was the researcher’s (my personal) safety. The 
village of Mubende was located in a district that had been prone to land-grabbing.  
The fact of it being the site of many gruesome murders rendered a number of 
villagers insecure. Given this situation, the district community officer assured me 
that Kalungi village, unlike some neighbouring villages, was ‘relatively’ secure 
and accessible. 
  
Negotiating research relationships and community entry  
 
The strategy of initiating and negotiating research and community relationships 
is an on-going process that entails managing power dynamics and reflexivity 
(Dowling, 2006; England, 1994b; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) to ensure ethical 
conduct of the research. In this section, I detail the processes and procedures I 
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employed when negotiating and renegotiating research relationships with 
participants at different levels of the community in each location. 
 
 
The Kalungi community: Mubende district 
 
I officially communicated with the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) of 
Mubende - who is the political and technical head of the district. The 
communication took the form of a written letter accompanied by a detailed 
project description and an invitation to participate. In response, a team of district 
and local council personnel including the District Community Development 
Officer (DCDO), the District Councillor in charge of the elderly, the sub-county 
Chief, Parish Chief and the Local Council chairperson (Kalungi rural community) 
expressed interest in joining the project.  
 
After contacting the LC chairperson, our initial meeting was scheduled to be held 
in - and took place at – the Kitenga sub-county office, the aim being to get to 
know each other. During our second meeting, which took place at the LC I’s 
residence wherein his community office is located, the discussion variously 
focused on the project details, building a working relationship with the leaders, 
learning more about the area of study, and drawing up a plan of action detailing 
how to implement the project. The local council leadership of this community is 
male-dominated. However, according to the LC 1 Chairperson Baganda, being 
purely voluntary made it unattractive to men. This implied that I had limited 
chances of interacting with other local leaders.  Personal observation revealed 
that while more women than men participated in the management of community 




The meeting proved a good venue for power-sharing. We worked as collaborators 
on the project, with each assuming different roles (Cottrell & Parpart, 2006; 
Drahota et al., 2016). Local leaders took the lead role in providing guidance 
regarding the strategies to be employed when meeting and recruiting participants. 
For example, they suggested that a community dialogue/meeting would be a good 
place to start. Older women appeared to feel relaxed and comfortable and could 
express their views and opinions of the project freely.   
 
Despite my success at contacting leaders at different levels, a few challenges were 
encountered. During my conversations with the local council chairperson, we 
spoke in Luganda, a local dialect. I kept using the term ‘abakyala abakadde’ 
literally meaning ‘older women’. The local council chairperson insisted that I 
should instead use ‘abakyala abatulukuse mu myaka’ which translates as ‘women 
advanced in age’. At the time, I made no attempt to question why this was so 
important to him. I decided to make it part of our conversation at the next meeting. 
Apropos of the two terms, I noted that in the English language, the latter seemed 
like a definition of the former; but, in Luganda, they were different. The latter 
sounded more polite and conveyed respect. The LC’s insight was very helpful for 
re-thinking and shaping my language usage. Furthermore, it signaled a need for 
me to explore the terminology with older women.  
 
As with most research projects, there were some unanticipated difficulties. The 
current in-migration patterns resulted in observable cultural and linguistic 
diversity within the community. Most of the community members were not native 
speakers of Luganda (a local dialect I speak fluently); and they could neither 
speak nor understand the English language. In the same context, the use of 
translators was not possible in an environment where participants particularly 
migrants felt unsafe with strangers. From a cultural perspective, some women felt 
uncomfortable sharing personal experiences of disadvantage with strangers. Due 
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to this lack of a lingua franca, the only option left was for me to use Luganda. 
Although the majority could not speak it fluently, they could understand it quite 
well. Here I will admit that I did not anticipate this linguistic dilemma; 
historically, the area predominantly comprised Baganda and Banyoro ethnic 
communities, members of which spoke fluent Luganda. The situation was 
indicative of the cultural fluidity of space and place. During my attempts to 
identify women for the life history interviews, I first engaged in a brief 
conversation with them to check both their understanding and expression. My 
main concern was directed towards those women who claimed to speak Luganda.  
 
Language, as a social construct, can be variously used as a tool of domination, 
power and/or control of the marginalised (Fowler, Hodge, Kress, & Trew, 2018). 
Within my prticular research trajectory, I had been unconsciously trapped into 
using terminology that perpetuated the oppression experienced by older women 
(Kitzinger, 1996; Spender & Bardin, 1985). Some gerontologists researching 
indigenous communities have reasoned that investigators who have been trained 
to pursue a positivist approach to research, are likely to be unconsciously less 
sensitive to immeasurable constructs, e.g.,  language (Braun, Browne, Ka'opua, 
Kim, & Mokuau, 2014). While this reasoning may be relevant, it prompts critical 
debate of the ethics of language in gerontological research in the context of 
Uganda that ought to be explored further in future research in this field, although 
it was a line of inquiry that was beyond the scope of this project 
 
During their attempts to mobilise the women to participate in community 
dialogue, local council leaders proposed approaches that were familiar to the 
prospective participants. These included announcements made at the local 
worship centres, the employment of a snowballing technique, and contacting 
women by telephone. While these approaches proved effective when recruiting 
the majority of older women, evident in the numbers who attended, somewhat 
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inevitably claims of selective communication/recruitment were made.  During the 
data collection process, some women who were eligible for the study but not 
contacted for the community dialogue, said that they had not received the news. 
For some others, trekking long distances to attend the venue proved too difficult.  
 
Building participant relationships and trust 
 
In a practical sense, the cogency of this study was reliant on my relationship with 
the participants. I took into consideration community dialogues as a first step 
towards relationship building (Ife, 2010; Tellado, 2017). The role of community 
dialogues in ageing research has been well documented (Stuckey, Post, Ollerton, 
FallCreek, & Whitehouse, 2002; Woolrych, Gibson, Sixsmith, & Sixsmith, 2015; 
Zimmer, 2016) For example, Doolan-Noble and colleagues (2019) have 
demonstrated the role of dialoguing through their research into ageing well by 
arguing that it provides an opportunity for older people to identify issues that 
were of paramount importance to them. While relationship building remained a 
‘work in progress’ throughout this study, dialogue provided a good start. It 
defined the tone and direction of the project from a community perspective. The 
process of dialogue was vital to constructing a strategy for participant recruitment 
and, most importantly, it was a platform for learning and knowing about the 
communities and how older women position themselves within such settings. 
This dialogical process involved open interaction and consultation throughout the 
entire research process (as documented in the researcher’s journal).  
 
Based on my previous experience of working with rural communities (see 
Chapter 1), engaging with participants through consultation and valuing their 
grassroots knowledge have proven powerful tools for building meaningful 
research relationships. A total of 30 women attended the Kalungi community 
dialogue which was held at one of the village’s Pentecostal churches. The local 
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council chairpersons took a lead role in introducing the project to older women 
and encouraging their participation. They solicited ideas about how the project 
should be implemented. Older women from both communities suggested that I 
should meet them in their homes to conduct the interviews. This request was 
premised on the understanding that some had mobility challenges associated with 
old age, while others had to tend to their farms and gardens during the morning.  
 
 
At various stages of the community dialogue, women raised the issues of land 
grabbing and how much they had been affected by threats of eviction from their 
land and, by extension, to their livelihoods. During the days preceding this study, 
there had been reports of gruesome murders of residents within in the community. 
They had been hacked to death following accusations of being land grabbers. This 
was particularly evident in Kalungi-Mubende; and, it was indicative of neo-
colonialist attitudes towards Uganda’s natural resources expressed by wealthy 
politicians, Chinese and Indians, many of whom claimed to be foreign agri-
investors.  
 
Along with the district officials and the Mayor, I explored the land issues further 
from a policy perspective. Although these issues may have been beyond the scope 
of this study, they evoked a sense of empathy as older women collectively voiced 
the ordeals they had endured. In a very unsettling way, questions of whether I 
was working for the government of Uganda, and if I was in a position to solve 
land grabbing and eviction issues constituted a substantial part of the discussion. 
Whereas these concerns mirrored the women’s dual perspectives of my power 
and of being their ray of hope, my positionality kept me grounded and focused 
on the objectives of the research. In other words, I cautiously avoided raising any 




The community was suspicious of anyone they identified as an outsider. Not 
unexpectedly, I was identified as one. This was primarily based on my accent and 
calm demeanor which was different from women of the same age category in that 
village. Identification of who was not a member of this community proved a 
relatively easy task given that this was a close-knit community, not necessarily in 
terms of cultural norms but in terms of identifying as migrants. There was 
considerable suspicion about my true intentions and scepticism regarding whether 
the project presented to them was genuine or if it was simply a strategy to seize 
their land. Whereas they eventually acknowledged that this was a valuable and 
unique research project, they were uncertain regarding my motivation as a young 
woman researching older women’s issues in a community wherein, I was an 
‘outsider’. Their previous experiences with exploitative and manipulative 
researchers had impacted deleteriously on their collective sense of trust. 
Arguably, this lack of trust had a potential to create scepticism, i.e., to question 
academic research. Older women could quite justifiably develop fear of being 
considered needy and powerless (Blair & Minkler, 2009).  
 
The kinds of concerns raised by the women had ethical and legal implications for 
conducting research (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). As regards concerns directly 
related to ethics, I contemplated the effectiveness of research ethics committees 
for the ‘Pre, during and Post’ stages of research (Ramcharan & Cutcliffe, 2001). 
How are research activities monitored and by whom? Even when some concerns 
are addressed at the procedural level of ethics by the ethics committees to protect 
the rights of participants, unforeseen situations or concerns can have serious 
consequences for the fieldwork. In my case, responding to the women’s 
disclosures required a sense of empathy and focus on reflexivity (Berger, 2015; 






Generating knowledge with the intent to create change necessitates a democratic 
process and approach in which the researcher and researched work 
collaboratively to co-construct meaning. In this section, I provide a detailed 
account of the multiple approaches that were employed during the research 
process. They include life history interviews with older women, observation data, 
and keeping a personal reflective journal. Yin (2008) claims that utilizing 
multiple sources of knowledge generation in case studies leads to a deeper 
understanding of the multi-dimensional nature of the phenomenon in question 
and invites more robust analyses (p. 98). 
 
 
Life history interviews 
 
Accounts of reality are assembled within the lives of those who live it. With this 
in mind, as the researcher, I conducted interviews aimed at collecting the personal 
stories of older women in which they detailed their lived experiences (Bryman, 
2015). My use of the life history interview technique enables respondents to 
provide detailed constructions and interpretations of their rural lives, and if and 
how the economic changes they are experiencing are impacting their lives.  The 
strength of life history interviews lies in identifying the causal mechanisms of 
events as they evolve over time (Bryman, 2016, p. 486). For example, older native 
women were able to discuss the various ways the influx of migrants into their 
villages has changed their farming practices over time. They revealed the 
constraints and opportunities that these changes have brought during their 
continued engagement with agriculture.  
 
Explored from a social constructionist perspective, the women’s life stories 
revealed that they were cognisant of the power relations at play between 
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themselves and the migrants. What we also know, however, is that reality is multi-
layered, and that social constructions may not be sufficient to reveal the complex 
structures within which women interact. In addition, the limitations to using life 
history interviewing techniques with older women became obvious when one 
among them had to tell a story that involved any form of abuse during their 
respective life courses. This is not only about the method, but rather about the 
cultural practice of not engaging young people in negative adult talk.  However, 
the strength of the approach was its ability to reveal the chronological trend of 
events with underlying explanations (Mayer, 2009b). Its power lay in the fact that 
older women were able to make meaning of every event in their lives. This 
became the basis upon which the researcher could authentically co-construct 
sociological theories. For example, native women were able to narrate how their 
relations with the land have changed over time, a phenomenon they attributed to 
the emerging cash-cropping economy. 
   
A semi-structured interview guide was used, i.e., a tool with a set of questions 
aimed at focusing the conversation while not restricting it (Cohen & Crabtree, 
2006). The guide was adjusted from time to time to include any new themes that 
emerged from community dialogue and interviews. For example, the issue of land 
emerged during the community dialogue before I realized that it was one among 
the main issues I needed to explore. The guide thus acted as a ‘probing tool’ to 
keep the conversation within the study scope but changed quite frequently. 
 
The interviews were conducted in the participants’ homes and lasted between 45 
minutes and 1 hour. Conducting the interviews in the participants’ private home 
as they requested gave them a sense of power in terms of controlling the 
environment in which their stories unfolded. Interview places and spaces are 
crucial to disrupting hierarchies and forming power relations that enable 
participants to construct their positionality in relation to the interaction, and to 
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assert their respective identities (Stoudt, 2007). This environment was important 
to co-creating meaning and reconstructing distorted realities. I was able to 
observe participants’ interaction with community members, the respect they 
commanded from people of different age groups, and the roles they played in the 
community. These aspects were relevant to both the enhancing and understanding 
of some of the issues the women addressed in the interviews. For example, one 
participant earned a living as a farmer and herbalist. However, it was not until a 
small girl came to buy herbal medicine from her that I became aware this was her 
other source of income as it had not been mentioned during the interview. The 
entire interviewing process was conducted in a local dialect [Luganda] to allow 
the cultural nuances embedded in language to unfold naturally and improve 





Observations constitute a fundamental method for accessing and clarifying 
information in qualitative research (Mulhall, 2003; Patton, 1990, 2005).  The 
approach has been used to elicit information from older rural adults during 
attempts to understand their health and ageing support needs (Averill, 2012; 
Davies, 2011; Evans, Stone, & Elwyn, 2003). For example, Bacsu et al. (2012) 
conducted a study of the determinants of healthy ageing and support needs among 
65-year-old participants in two rural villages in Canada. These communities were 
considered poor in terms of low levels of education, poor housing and poor health. 
Participants were observed as they engaged in their everyday practices and 
interactions within their communities. The findings revealed that old age was not 
the determinant of the support one needed; rather, it was the availability of 
support systems beyond accessing doctors in the community that was most 
important. Although the study did not provide for gender differences when 
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assessing the support needed, the method used was fundamental in doing away 
with the problematizing of old age. 
 
 During my research, observation was undertaken, and fieldnotes compiled over 
a 5-week period. The minimum number of hours I spent observing was 4 hours. 
This was because most activities occurred in the morning. By 1:00 p.m., women 
were returning to their homes. I observed older women in their homes, in the 
village and  fields, watching how each spent her day, the socio-economic 
activities the women engaged in, the people with whom they interacted, and how 
they used their land. Within the participants’ homes, I observed their living 
arrangements, types of housing, feeding practices, social interactions, and 
neighbour and community relations among others. I attended one community 
meeting in Mubende to observe the degree to which women participated, and the 
power dynamics at play. In addition, I attended one funeral to assess the roles 
played by women and men and the reasons that motivated them. I hired ‘boda-
boda’ (motor-bike) riders who took me around the various communities and 
narrated the histories of the various places. I manually recorded all of my 
observations in a journal and questioned what I had observed. Willis and Meyer 
(2018) emphasise that journaling facilitates reflexivity (p.2). Novice researchers 
have an opportunity to articulate hitherto inexplicable research encounters. For 
example, I asked myself why women had to walk long distances from their homes 
to their farmlands. On exploring this, I discovered that most of them were 
working on hired pieces of farmland that were located in specific areas far from 







Reflective Journal  
 
Keeping a reflective journal is one way of developing research transparency 
(Ortlipp, 2008). Ortlipp claims that researchers tend to be influenced by their 
values and experiences which directly impact their decisions regarding the 
research design and its outcomes. While this is not a problem per se, keeping a 
‘self-reflective journey facilitates reflexivity’ (p.695).  
 
I took with me a pre-fieldwork journal that contained ideas I gained from the 
reflective discussions I had with my supervisors about the study. These ideas 
proved useful when I was re-framing my research questions and reflecting on my 
role at every stage of the study. During my fieldwork, I recorded all of my 
observations in the journal, some of which informed changes in the research 
design. For example, the proposal to focus on groups proved unworkable due to 
the observed power dynamics among women and their self-categorisations of 
who qualified to be ‘older’. The journal proved helpful when I was mapping out 
my field journey, and to shaping the epistemological perspectives of the study. 
For example, from the time of my first interaction with the district officials, I 
noted that community entry was not as straight forward as I had anticipated. At 
every meeting, I had to understand and acknowledge the land problems facing the 
community. The land issue became the point from which all knowledge 
construction originated. This observation is consistent with that of Phelps (2005), 
who emphasizes that when studying complex situations, reflective journals 
provide an opportunity to document instabilities. 
 
I learned that as a researcher, at the time of your research, awareness of the 
stresses of communities helps strengthen the connection with your study, trust, 




Data management and analysis 
 
This section discusses the processes and procedures that were employed for the 
purposes of constructing and interpreting the meaning of the data collected.  I will 
now describe the processes of data transcription, coding, categorization, analysis, 
and writing up of the findings.  
 
Data transcription 
All participant interviews were audio recorded and transcribed (Bryman, 2012; 
2016, p. 526). The process of data transcription is detailed below. 
The first step was to listen to all of the audio content to provide me [the 
researcher] with a mental and visual flashback of all that happened during my 
conversations with the participants. This would allow me to reflect on the 
place/setting/environment in which the conversations took place, and the 
structures of interaction, e.g., calls from a neighbour or friend to attend meetings, 
funerals, and/or church services. The process of listening to the audio recordings 
was imperative to facilitating a mutual balance between the recordings, which 
practically represented the reality, and the transcripts which were reconstructions 
of the participants’ words. 
 
The second step involved transcribing verbatim, a process Bazeley (2013) alludes 
to as ‘being true to your conversation’ with the participants by clearly stating 
what was said (p.73). A female Luganda-speaking transcriber was employed for 
this purpose. Her first task was to listen to the raw audio recorded content in 
Luganda before transcribing and translating it into English. To ensure 
consistency, the first two interviews were transcribed into Luganda, translated 
into English and then backtranslated. The back-translation was undertaken by a 
different person. However, this process revealed some inconsistencies and was 
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time-consuming; and the back-translation lost some of its depth. I observed 
generational language inconsistencies and dilution which indicated a generational 
language gap. The fact that the transcribers were young, female and urbanites 
partially explained the shift in vernacular. I was aware of the fact that the 
distortion of language in the data was a distortion of reality. Therefore, I ensured 
that all Luganda words and terms - the meanings of which seemed to change when 
translated into English were maintained. 
 
The guiding principle for transcribing was that the text includes everything 
spoken and heard (Silverman, 2017). This included non-linguistic aspects, e.g., 
intonations, pauses, ululations, laughter and hand clapping all of which have 
meaning from a cultural perspective. Bryman (2016) argues that such non-
linguistic aspects are “part of specific details of interaction that cannot be ignored 
as insignificant” and, as such, cannot be regarded as incidental (p. 528). In 
conversation analysis, such aspects bring a sense of mutual interaction or 
conversation to the transcripts rather than being written texts devoid of 
naturalness (Psathas, 1995). All transcriptions were labeled using a unique 
participant ID code assigned during each interview. Approximately 90% of the 
transcriptions were manually done by the transcriber, who had no knowledge of 
the study subject matter. This was important as it served as a quality check. It 
effectively eliminated any risk of biased data selection and reductions that could 
alter the meaning and richness of the content, by extension negatively impacting 
in-depth analyses of older women’s realities.  
 
The final step of the transcription process involved reading, reducing and re-
formatting. All transcripts were re-read to check for any inconsistencies in the 
audio-recordings and my mental and visual recollections. The minimal data 
reductions mostly centred on off-track conversations. All scripts were formatted 
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to ensure that they would be compatible with Nvivo 12 Plus, the software analysis 
program utilised to manage and code the data.  
Data coding and categorisation 
 
Data coding and categorisation are a means of organising the research in a way 
that ensures the development of interlinked thematic areas (Bazeley, 2013). For 
example, I wanted to know what women were saying about the current changes 
in their communities.  I accordingly explored  all of the sections in the women’s 
stories wherein they spoke of these changes; then, I listed them under ‘observable 
changes’ and ‘land use or access’, themes that  were constructed and further 
analysed to create broader categories, for example ‘disruption’. The coding 
process involved identifying descriptive codes, developing said codes into 
themes, and nominalizing the latter into categories.  
 
The first step in data coding was to upload the transcribed transcripts into NVivo 
12 Plus.  Here, the software allows the recording, sorting, creation of relationships 
and organizing of the data in ways relevant to answering the research questions 
(Bazeley, 2013).  One of the advantages of using Nvivo for qualitative data 
analysis is that it is easy to use and makes the importation of transcripts faster and 
more straightforward (Welsh, 2002). Each narrative text was then coded and 
organized into descriptive categories (Maxwell, 2013). Working inductively, the 
descriptive categories were integrated for the purposes of developing broader 
themes for further analysis and theory building (Yin, 2009). While developing 
themes is a necessary step in analyzing case study data, it is not sufficient to 
provide an in-depth explanatory perspective of the data (Bazeley, 2009). 
Thematic level analysis has been equated with analyses of “verbal behaviour and 
not actual events” (Yin, 2003, p.110). The reasoning here is that rigour in data 
analysis goes far beyond themes. Its focus is more upon identifying the 
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relationships between the themes and concepts, with intent to develop an 
explanatory theory (Bazeley, 2009). In such cases, themes have been used as the 
building blocks of the argument rather than as the final analysis. To this end, I 
have constructed broader categories out of themes.  
 
Data analysis and writing findings  
 
As part of data analysis, I worked from an interactional constructionist 
perspective (Holstein & Gubrium, 2013) with the aim of articulating the everyday 
practices and social relations implicit in the material resources that shape native 
and migrant constructions of reality. My approach was based on the 
understanding that reality is partially a product of human interaction (Walker, 
2015). My first step was to use Nvivo 12 Plus to run a word frequency and create 
a word cloud with the aim of determining which words were used mostly by 
women. The assumption here is that text is similar to language in as much as it 
depicts a particular group’s construction of reality. In effect, it showcases aspects 
of interaction, demands and needs peculiar to a given community. I discovered 
the following three key words, i.e., Land, Food, and Village’ (LFV), terms that 
were common across the two groups of women and reflected their identities, life-
meanings and daily routines. 
 
The second step involved identifying the conditions of reality associated with 
words commonly used by the women. In this case, my interest was in seeing how 
natives and migrants interpreted these aspects differently within the same setting. 
It was also important to establish: a) whether these terms could in any way be 
linked to the changing rural economy; and, b) what meanings the women 
constructed out of them. Following this analysis, I collated all of the pieces of 
text drawn from the women’s narratives, my aim being to identify the similarities 
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and differences based on their interpretations. I related these to the field notes I 
had recorded to see whether there was any meaningful relationship. However, 
what emerged clearly were the oppositional interpretations of most of the aspects. 
This process employed a Describe-Compare and relate approach (Bazeley, 2013).  
As Stake (2006) observes, the need to conduct cross-case analysis is to 
“understand the Quintain (phenomenon under study), both its similarities and 
differences across manifestations” (p.40). My employment of this approach 
helped me to identify the ways in which natives’ and migrants’ rural realities were 
different and how they could be better understood.  
 
The third step was to look at how the women’s social contexts had shaped 
deliberate actions based on these three aspects. I analysed the data and looked for 
any evidence of the ‘actions’ and ‘doings’ associated with LFV. Analysis 
revealed evidence of social [dis]equilibrium within the village, and levels of 
human agency based on whether a person participated in any specific activities 
organised around the notions of ‘land, food and village’. These activities created 
concern and, in some cases, tensions which were reflected in the following four 
terms: conflict, disruption, dislocation and [dis]connectedness. These terms 
which are developed in the findings chapter, clearly showed the social relations 




Conducting research with vulnerable populations has attracted particular 
attention among research regulating bodies due to the possible aspects of harm, 
coercion, manipulation, and exploitation of the vulnerable by the powerful (Crow, 
Wiles, Heath, & Charles, 2006). In this section, I discuss aspects of vulnerability 
in the context of this research and how they were managed. I also identify the key 
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ethical considerations, e.g., the approval process for the study, an informed 




This research involved older women as participants. In several policy documents 
(Ministry of Gender Labour and Social Development, 2009; United Nations, 
2015) vulnerability - in the context of older women - has been variously 
associated with age, being a woman, being older and poor (HelpAge 
International, 2014; WHO, 2015).  ‘Hard-to-reach’ has connotations of living in 
rural areas (Flanagan & Hancock, 2010). However, here usage of the term is 
considered inappropriate due to its negative tone and labelling of audiences. 
‘Hard-to-reach’ has the following connotations: disadvantage, isolation, 
malfunction and living in poverty (Freimuth & Mettger, 1990). In addition, the 
label acts as a factor limiting researchers’ access to the labeled audiences – in this 
case, older women - and providing them with a voice.  Therefore, I considered it 
my ethical duty to ensure that irrespective of any older woman’s situation or state 
of disadvantage, e.g., distance from her home, all were reached and had an 




This study obtained ethical approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee 
of Western Sydney University and from the Uganda National Council of Science 
and Technology (UNCST), the regulating body for research in Uganda. The 
process of approval provides an opportunity for the researcher to reflect and 




Participant Informed consent 
 
Obtaining informed consent was an on-going process, renegotiated throughout 
this study (Miller & Bell, 2002). Crucial to the process was community leaders - 
the gatekeepers - and older women agreeing to attend a community dialogue. This 
was not a way of consenting to full participation in the study; rather, it meant 
locating themselves in this research and finding a reason to become involved. 
Informed consent was not about understanding what the study was about but more 
about what it meant to older women’s lives. In this case, verbal consent was 
obtained once the women clearly understood that their voices were relevant to 
addressing the joint issues of inequality and social injustice they were 
experiencing. Although study information sheets were made available to 
participants, the majority could neither read nor write. As well, many had 
concerns outside of the scope of information provided. For example, concern was 
expressed regarding land grabbing and research fatigue. Obtaining informed 
consent was a product of older women’s realization of the roles they could play 
in achieving social justice as well as an understanding my positionality as a 
researcher. 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy 
 
Confidentiality is a fundamental ethical aspect relevant to maintaining and 
protecting the identities of participants as well as ensuring quality data (Saunders, 
Kitzinger, & Kitzinger, 2015).  In this study, both confidentiality and anonymity 
were ensured by the use of pseudonyms in all transcribed audio texts. In addition, 
in order to maintain privacy, participants chose to be interviewed in their homes. 
They felt that it was safe and gave them the power to control the environment in 






This chapter has demonstrated that my adoption of a qualitative case-based study 
approach was appropriate for achieving the objectives of the study and, most 
importantly, for authenticating the main argument of this thesis. The chapter 
demonstrates that knowledge generation and construction together constitute a 
collaborative process that reinforces the power of older women as they traverse 
their emancipatory journeys. The ethical considerations applied throughout the 
research have been discussed. This chapter feeds into the next chapter (Chapter 
4) in which I show how – and in what ways the chosen methodological approach 

















Chapter 4: Native older women: Disruption, Dislocation, and 




This chapter draws upon the life histories of native older women and my personal 
field observations. The main argument raised here is twofold: 1) advanced age is 
an important factor shaping the everyday life experiences of older native women 
in rural villages; and, 2) social transformation precipitated by Uganda’s changing 
rural economy and associated events - migration, for example - is of marked 
significance to their lives. In this chapter, I explore the intersections through 
analyzing my participants’ experiences in Uganda’s emerging new social and 
economic systems, and how these processes combine to disrupt and dislocate 
local communities.  
 
Within the context of this study, the interaction of natives with migrants has 
created an environment of precarity and disequilibrium precipitated by how 
members of each group view, position and locate their ‘selves’ in relation to the 
‘other’ in a changing, subsistence rural economy. I demonstrate how members of 
each group, when striving to either resist or restore normalcy, reconstruct groups, 
or reify individual identities, have established unique economic production 
relations built around access to - and control over - material resources, such as 
land. These forms of interaction, born out of resource relations and flows, have 
created tension and conflict in the lives of both native and migrant older women. 
Their situation has been exacerbated by aspects of gender, class, and migration. 
Besides documenting these vicissitudes, the findings are important given that they 
provide at least some understanding of ‘ageing in place’ (Andrews & Phillips, 
2004). Older women’s narratives detailed the threat posed to their socio-
economic values by their changing relationships with the land. They spoke of 
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altered kinship ties, distorted family relationships and changing roles, all of which 
were occurring amid challenges attributable to HIV/AIDS. 
 
In an attempt to clearly delineate the explanatory and causal powers that have 
contributed to native older women’s disruption and dislocation, I draw upon 
Stephen Gudeman’s (2008) approach to economic development.  He positions it 
as comprised of contradictions stemming from heterogeneous values implicit in 
the material and non-material factors that mediate relationships. It is this 
understanding that has informed my analysis of migrant-native experiences. 
Throughout the discussion of my findings, I use the terms “native” and “migrant” 
as two oppositional categories for analytical purposes. Here I want to make clear 
that I did not set out to explore “nativeness” per se. My interaction with the 
women revealed that many used it as a basis for self-categorisation and identity.  
 
While “nativeness” is not a commonly used term in Uganda’s ageing policy 
framework, the research findings reveal a relationship between this form of 
identity and older women’s everyday life experiences. In the first section of this 
chapter, I explore the origins of the political categorisation of the terms “native” 
and “migrant”, and how they inform the current conceptualisation of nativeness 
as a meaningful identity. Throughout my discussion, I make reference to 
Mahmood Mamdani’s insight (2012) into the construct of nativeness from a 
colonial perspective within an African context. This does not suggest that older 
women’s experiences fit neatly into Mamdani’s framework; rather, that old 
political categories, e.g., “native”, are used discursively in the contemporary 
context and have thus become meaningful in new ways. Furthermore, I 
demonstrate that nativeness is a form of cultural capital that enhances 
psychological and emotional well-being in later life. In pursuing of this line of 
argument, I draw upon the work of Bourdieu (1986), who claims that every 
society creates its own forms of capital.  
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Nativity: Origin, identity and meaning in later life 
 
In this research, older women’s use of the term “native” emerged as an important 
identity construction originating from the socio-historical context of rural 
villages. It not only reflects the heterogeneity of women who grow older in rural 
villages but has proven significant to re-imagining aspects of entitlement, 
privilege and disadvantage within a rural village context. In the extant literature 
on non-western populations, one frequently finds the terms “native” and 
“indigenous” used interchangeably without contextual articulation. But here I 
argue that one can be native to a region without being indigenous. For example, 
in Uganda the term “indigenous” is commonly used when referring to tribal 
peoples, the Batwa tribe for example. The Batwa, who are south-western 
Ugandan forest-dwelling pygmies, live relatively “primitive” lives. Correct 
articulation of these terms has its genesis in the history of African colonies.  
Mahmood Mamdani’s work titled ‘Define and Rule: Native as Political Identity’ 
(2012) explicates the degree to which colonial governance in Africa was based 
on creating a set of identities that saw a divide between natives and migrants. 
Mamdani argues to the effect that nativeness was associated with origin.  
 
Within these political categorisations, origin was linked to the tribes of Africa. 
Any person who did not belong to a tribal group was regarded as a “migrant”. 
Despite this distinction, gender played a significant role in how native tribes were 
socially organized. Tribal groupings re-enforced cultural differences and were 
constructed around patrilineages. Within this organization, men exercised power 
as tribal chiefs and women were considered ‘definers of tradition’, e.g., religion 
and cultural beliefs (Mamdani, 2012, p.50). Although the tribal versus race social 
grouping was not consensual among African communities, it was deeply 
entrenched in the customary laws. The latter deemed natives more privileged than 




In this study, native identity is neither tribal nor based on a colonial history of 
male privilege. Rather, it is based upon the different ways that engendered older 
women’s attachment to place, a concept I will refer to as ‘origin within’. This 
term emerged from how women I interviewed articulated their sense of place in 
a contemporary rural village. It was not about how long one had lived in the area; 
it was more about the symbols, traditions and values - most of which were 
associated with land - that reflected the lives of their ancestors who had 
throughout time inhabited the area. Contrary to the colonial categorisation, here 
migrants were older women ‘foreign’ to this village irrespective of whether their 
origins were somewhere in Africa. Some natives referred to migrants as abasenze, 
a local term suggesting “foreignness” (not originally from that area/village). No 
amount of evidence could qualify migrants as “natives” given that most of them 
claimed to have come from Rwanda and the Congo. They spoke a different 
language, dressed differently, and lacked both ownership of land and ancestral 
connection to Uganda.  
 
Close observation revealed the degree to which the structural legacy of 
colonialism continues to impact this contemporary rural setting. The colonial 
masters created social classes of privilege based on ownership of land. However, 
within the contemporary political system, migrants are representative of a 
diversity of economic and social issues markedly dissimilar from those of the 
colonial era. In effect, they extend far beyond the ‘origin’ and ‘place attachment’ 
argument. The reality today is that old identities around which rural villages were 
earlier organized have been transformed into new identities. This has not only 
created an identity crisis; as well, it has disrupted the age-old social structures 
that have meaning for ageing individuals. In the next section, I delineate how 




Nativeness as ‘born and bred’ in place 
 
Some women spoke of nativeness as being born in a particular village. Gaudea 
recalled: “I was born here in 1956”. She referred to the village as ‘home’ having 
spent her childhood and married life there. Observation revealed that then term 
“nativeness through birth” meant that one had a permanent home in an area in 
which generations of children had been raised. This permanency also signified 
that one had an attachment to land: it represented generational connectedness in 
the same place and space. Gertrude commented: ‘I grew up in this village and it’s 
where I met my husband. Also, its where my parents lived until they faced their 
death”. In the literature, it is well recognised that over the life-course, there is but 
one place to which most individuals refer to as “home”. It is that place that 
embodies their life experiences, imaginings, memories and aspirations which 
combine to give them a sense of identity and belonging (Rowles & Chaudhury, 
2005).  
 
As Skinner and Winterton (2017) maintain, when acknowledging that home is a 
place, one needs to recognise its fluidity and the possibility of losing the core self. 
Older women’s sense of nativeness risked being threatened by the changing rural 
environment, particularly by the influx of migrants. As Hall and Du Gay (2006) 
argue, contested places undermine historically held values of identity due to 
different interpretations. One must not overlook the fact that values are reflective 
of culture. Apropos of this thesis, culture has been responsible for shaping older 
women’s personal and social meanings of villages throughout their life-courses. 
The meaning associated with ‘nativeness’ embodies all of these cultural 
representations of living in a rural area, making a living out of it, relationships 
formed, and the preservation of indigenous knowledge. All of these aspects have 
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combined to contribute not only to creating a livable ageing environment, but also 
to the overall well-being of older women in Uganda.  
 
Despite this understanding, an influx of migrants has transformed the area into a 
‘globalised and multicultural rural’ environment. Whereas Hall and Du Gay 
(2006) allude to it as shifting borders and identities, I consider it an ‘attack on 
localism’ that necessitates reconfiguration of the meanings of rural villages and 
the re-negotiation of identities. Within this context, older women have been 
exposed to a precarious environment of structural changes attributable to 
demographic and socio-economic transformations that have huge implications for 
both the women’s status and access to resources. Within this context, nativeness 
– which is core to sense of self - has become both threatened and gradually 
attenuated making it difficult for older women to exercise resilience in a now 
seemingly transformed rural area. This phenomenon has seriously disrupted older 
women’s way of living. 
Nativeness as Indigenous knowledge 
 
Access to indigenous knowledge gives natives certain advantages. In this section, 
I use the term “Indigenous knowledge” to refer to what native older women 
viewed as local knowledge. Mawere (2015) alludes to it as the ‘native ways of 
knowing’. Here I want to make it clear that when collecting data on the 
demographic characteristics of older women in this study, level of education -
which is a national standard for most research - was one variable that was 
considered. While special interest is frequently invested in whether one is 
formally educated or not, and to what level, it is not common practice for this 
information to be contextually analysed in order to understand how it contributes 
to the functioning and sustenance of the community, as well as its influence on 
the shaping of older women’s social positioning. The majority of older women in 
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this study had not attained any meaningful formal education. However, many had 
Indigenous knowledge, an attribute that remains under-explored due to the 
colonial influence on western knowledge. 
 
Some older women had developed a ‘mastery’ of their own environment in terms 
of natural knowledge for their survival. This meant enhanced agency and 
motivation to develop attachment to place. As one participant said:   
 
“When you fall sick, you will not suffer greatly because we have traditional 
herbs here. I had a sick child at Nsambya hospital (an urban health facility…) 
there were herbs that I wanted to give her, but I couldn’t find them in the city, 
herbs like mululuzza (a bitter leaf botanically known as Vernonia 
Amygdalia). I would look for it and not find it. Now those are the good things 
that exist in our area”.  
 
Some older women spoke of having local knowledge of what they called 
traditional medicinal foods, plants and grasses. Some used the terms including 
‘consult’, ‘call on me’, ‘come to me’, terms symbolic of the authority they 
commanded in their communities as custodians of indigenous knowledge. One 
woman, who reported her use of Bidens Pilosa (locally known as sere) to manage 
childhood diseases, said: “People come to me wanting medicine for children’s 
diseases”. 
 
While their knowledge was primarily associated with being ‘of that place’ or 
place-bound, it was more a reflection of a historical continuity (Mawere, 2015) 
and of their personal experiences. In addition, it showed how the natives used 
their land in a way that promoted their overall well-being. As one older woman 
recalled: ‘When a child is sick, they call on me. I have raised children and 
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grandchildren”. Her comment echoed Dewey’s argument that real-life experience 
is the actual education (Dewey, 1986). Thus, it is not older women’s formal 
education that matters but rather their handing on of their life-course experiences 
from one generation to the next which shapes their practices and norms.  
 
Image 1: Native older woman sun-drying plants for herbal medicine (Source: 
Photo by author, September 2017) 
 
Quite often there is a lack of political clarity regarding the national data collected, 
data about education, for example. Even if this information is collected, it reveals 
little about how older women utilise it in their day-to-day lives. Rather, it 
continues to categorise them as ‘illiterate’, a construction deeply rooted in 
colonial perspectives of education and acceptable knowledge. Furthermore, it 
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suggests an external authority imposing ready-made organised knowledge on the 
people. As Harris (2016); observes: “formal education functions essentially not 
to reveal reality but rather to transmit to the new generation a structured 
misrepresentation of reality” (p.2). In the context of the findings of this study, 
recognising older women’s indigenous knowledge and its applicability in their 
everyday lives is important when articulating their realities of living in a dynamic 
environment, and the relevance of incorporating this understanding in rural 
development. Observation revealed that the question of whether they could read 
or write had little impact on rural dwelling older women’s daily activities, and 
that their community status was not dictated by their literacy levels.  
  
During my conversations with the women, it became clear that in later life, for 
them literacy is not simply a desire to read and write. It is more the means by 
which older women’s everyday life experiences can be learned, recorded, and in 
time read by the young generations. However, all is dependent upon how their 
most important source of knowledge, i.e., land, is managed amid an influx of 
migrants. If we seek to promote ‘ageing in place’ and ‘age-friendliness’(WHO, 
2007), consideration must be given to advancing the narrative of ‘indigeneity’ in 
terms of contextual literacy that privileges the practices and functional 
competencies of older women in their respective communities. This does not 
suggest that indigenous knowledge cannot co-exist with western knowledge; 
however, one should not be intellectually duped into a knowledge binary here. As 
one older woman who was a community leader in the area said: 
 
“Now for your case (referring to my role as researcher), you acquire 
knowledge through reading books. But, for these older women, their 
knowledge is their life experience. For instance, when babies get colic, you 
consult them [older women] on what medicines to use. They will prescribe 
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for you local herbs and how to administer them, and these medicines are 
effective”.  
 
The study findings show that in rural villages, indigenous knowledge is a form of 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). It can also be a source of privilege. Some older 
women charged a small fee for the herbal medicines they provided, and for 
traditional birth attendance services. As Bourdieu argues, articulation of societal 
structures and their functionality is dependent upon the examination of capital 
beyond its economic dimension (1986). Native older women have invested time 
in translating knowledge inherited from their ancestors into community health, a 
process that Bourdieu terms the ‘hereditary transmission of capital’. Some older 
women spoke proudly of their knowledge: it had not only benefited communities 
but elevated the women’s social status as well. Jalia aged 67 years, spoke about 
her indigenous knowledge of traditional birth practices. She described her 
experience as follows: 
 
“I have delivered all the big men and women you see in this village. If you 
had an opportunity to walk with me around this village, you will hear people 
call me Jaaja [ grandma]. They love me as much as I love them”.  
 
Based on her experience, cultural capital has not only transformed into social 
capital, but also symbolic power (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2013). She was one of 
the most respected native older women, by the community leaders and some 
women. I observed during the community dialogue that participants frequently 
mentioned her name, referring to her as ‘omuzalisa waffe’ (our midwife). They 
stressed the importance of including her in my study. Despite the fact that 
nativeness requires drawing a distinction between the self and the other, it is 
associated with social recognition, connectedness and enhanced self-esteem, all 
of which result from the satisfying of needs (Breakwell, 1993, 2010). As Mamdan 
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(2012) observes, ‘the identities of colonised societies are not simply consensual, 
they are also enforced by law” (p.44). The law dictates agency. 
 
In 2010, the government officially banned participant Jalia from practicing as a 
Traditional Birth Attendant (TBA), just like many others. In more recent years, 
usage of modern birth practices has become mandatory. As Semali and Kincheloe 
(2002) maintain: “If our colonial legacy remains unexamined, our ability to fully 
understand and appreciate indigenous knowledge will evoke us to the extent that 
our minds, if not our hearts, will remain colonized” (p.15). 
 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (2013) suggest that any form of capital is in itself an 
authority and once recognized exerts symbolic power (p.298). However, in an 
environment wherein capitalism thrives, Jalia’s knowledge is considered non-
economic and, by extension, uninteresting. In this case, cultural capital in the 
form of indigenous knowledge is not an attribute that every native possesses; but, 
for those who possess it, the ‘profits’ are guaranteed and long lasting.  Jalia, who 
was aware of the fact that her traditional birth practices, knowledge and skills 
were important to maintaining her social position in the village said: “I no longer 
work, but people still call me to assist them with deliveries which I do once in a 
while”. Jalia’s story reveals that while her indigenous knowledge had for years 
ensured her recognition and elevated social position in her community, nowadays 
she risked losing these privileges based on the prevailing and acceptable norms 
of practice prescribed by Uganda’s dominant elites. Today, Jalia’s indigenous 
knowledge and practices have little or no place in the perceived legitimate forms 
of knowledge propagated by the dominant class. This, in effect, has been one way 
of reproducing systems of social stratification that continue to under-privilege 
older women and limit their agency. Within the context of this study, it suggests 
that because we have no understanding of the process through which this 
indigenous knowledge is created, and of how it socially organises rural villages, 
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limited attention has been afforded those aspects that threaten it. This omission 
on the part of the researchers and policy makers has, by extension, resulted in 
disruption and dislocation. 
 
The different aspects of nativism which I explore in this section of the findings 
urge examination of three important factors in ageing research: 1) nativeness is 
both an identity and an attribute. It  has the explanatory power to reveal why older 
women develop a sense of identity with - and belonging and attachment to - rural 
villages; 2) the attributes against which older women constructed their  nativeness 
identities, by virtue of being a source of power and privilege, enhanced women’s 
agency in later life. Therefore, based on this understanding, older women’s 
narratives clearly indicate that any threat to one or more aspects of nativity is a 
threat to both their well-being and ageing in place. One consequence of this could 
be a socially disruptive ageing environment; and 3) Nativity is an important social 
factor when advancing the notion of ageing in place in the context of rural 
villages. In the extant literature, ageing in place has been explored and promoted 
from an infrastructure building perspective, e.g., establishing health facilities and 
dealing with geographical isolation. However, older women’s experiences have 
revealed the emergence of new social dimensions contrary to the earlier formed 
dominant views. I deem it important for policy makers to recognise that when 
women speak of pride and a sense of purpose and power, the association is with 
‘indigenous knowledge’, of their ‘being of’ that place and their attachment to 
land. Hence the importance of recognising these factors as essential to the 







Disruptions and dislocation  
 
In this section, focus is upon how different native older women’s lived 
experiences can be understood through the patterns of socio-economic disruption 
and dislocation narrated by them personally. The term ‘disruption’ here refers to 
events that older women have spoken of as having dismantled their respective 
ways of life and led to identity reconstruction over their life courses. It is through 
these events that structural challenges have emerged causing social dislocation in 
terms of loss of kinship or transformation of familial roles and relationships, and 
loss of cultural values and norms, all of which combine to shape the experiences 
of those ageing in a rural context. 
 
While the purpose of this research was not initially to measure the extent to which 
women’s lives have been disrupted or dislocated, additional themes have emerged 
as ‘legitimate realities’ from their life histories. According to their narratives,  
concomitant with the transformation of what Gudeman (2008) refers to as a 
‘house economy’ (subsistence agriculture) into a capitalist economy - coupled 
with the global movement of labour across borders into villages - older native 
women experienced rising tension and changes in social interaction. Within the 
latter lies a multiplicity of provocations that have led to different forms of 
dislocation in later life. Wilkinson (1984) suggests that ‘any type of relationship 
can be disrupted if opportunities are conducive and provocations sufficient’ 
(p.23). In Uganda, recent decades have witnessed increased [in]mobility of 
economic migrants which, as well as ‘altering’ the social organization of villages, 
has caused natives to feel disposable. 
 
These social transformations have dislocated and threatened not only the survival 
and security of older native women, but also their social health. It is no 
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exaggeration to suggest that women have been confronted with a crisis, the type 
of which they have never encountered before. Rural transformation has upset the 
women’s traditional, cultural values, e.g., those associated with grandparenting. 
They have had to deal with the complexity of working out new relations and 
renegotiating their core selves.  Despite all of these vicissitudes, the findings will 
provide some guidelines for stakeholders regarding growing old as a woman in 
the country’s rural villages. 
 
Diversity and the disrupted rural base 
 
Given the significant demographic changes in rural villages over the past two 
decades (see Chapter 2), one of the questions asked of all participants was: Have 
you observed any changes in the area over the past few years and, if so, how have 
they impacted you? Older women’s perspectives are important when 
contextualising discourses and practices within what they viewed as their diverse 
and disrupted rural base – a space of shared material and non-material resources 
(Gudeman, 2008). This notion of a ‘diverse and disrupted base’ reflected how 
older women felt about their changing social environs and relations, altered 
meanings associated with their villages, and a developing sense of precarity.   
 
The study revealed that many Ugandan villages have experienced dramatic 
population changes over the past two decades. As one native woman said: “A 
village having everyone, and everyone comes from everywhere”. Her comment 
reflected the disruptive influence of the global movement of human capital. 
Unarguably, the inspiration underpinning these population relocations is the 
growing rural cash-economy, evident in the aforementioned mobilities.  
However, among some natives there was a sense of a disrupted base; and, identity 
concerns were evident. Rose commented: “[W]ho knows where they come 
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from?... they come searching for jobs. That’s the problem we now have in our 
area”.  Rose’s comments were not only indicative of the problem of porous 
borders: they also showed the degree to which capitalism has engendered 
feminised movements and changing working environments for women in later 
life. This is consistent with Phillipson’s assertion regarding ageing within a 
globalised context characterised by massive movement of labour (Phillipson, 
2003, 2010). The challenge that these mobilities pose is what Rose referred to as 
‘searching for jobs’. Older women are constantly struggling to ensure their 
personal economic security.  
 
However, many among them lack the formal skills crucial to participation in the 
current labour market. Thus, a critical and unresolved issue of welfare support 
persists not only among women ageing within transnational contexts, but also 
among those elderly employed on a casual basis within an in-country subsistence 
rural economy. In Uganda, there is no functional welfare support system for those 
ageing in rural villages. However, as the study revealed, migrant women have 
adopted alternative approaches to the solution, in the process provoking the 
chagrin of the natives, a reaction evident in the latter’s narratives. The native older 
women considered that the migrant older women’s survival practices were 
exacerbating localised poverty. They were disrupting the rural base of the existing 
resources and destroying aspects that once made rural environments idyllic for 
ageing individuals. A widow named Toppy, who was born, lived and married in 
the study village, and was supporting three grandchildren commented as follows:  
 
“Migrants are cutting down trees. Even a tree that would help a child dying 
of hunger. They cut down trees and burn charcoal. They gather into bundles 
and take to towns for sell yet these were [once] thick forest areas. And during 
those days people would ask you ‘Where are you going?’ I am going to 
Mabira [literally meaning thick forest]. Lions used to live here, elephants too. 
125 
 
This was the animal kingdom of the area. If you wanted any animal, you 
would search for it here. But you can now imagine that even this little 
animal…. the squirrel no longer has a place to live”. 
 
Toppy’s comments showcase the pain of eroded identity and exposure to 
precarious living conditions due to the destruction of a natural and familiar 
environment. They reinforce the fact that in a capitalist environment wherein 
survival is by means of production and consumption (Estes & Phillipson, 2002), 
market needs are prioritised over native older women’s social values, women  
already relegated to life at the rural villages’ economic margins. 
 
The majority of women to whom natives referred as ‘disruptors of the rural base’ 
were migrants from post-conflict countries. Interestingly, some migrants cited 
armed conflict as their main reason for migration. For them, the primary push 
factor was their families diminishing level of survival.  Population growth in their 
home countries had caused land scarcity. Similar to the natives, most of them 
were largely dependent on subsistence farming. However, in their process of 
fleeing population resource scarcity, they were creating a similar problem in the 
receiving area. 
 
When attesting to these demographic changes, some of the women critically 
pondered the village history. They emphasized that the influx of migrants had 
resulted in the destruction of the rural villages’ once idyllic green lifestyles. They 
alluded to evolving patterns of settlement and emerging markers of economic 
development:  
 
“When we first came to live here, there weren’t any people. We only saw a 
car at the end of the year when we were selling cotton. Our older children 
would even hide on seeing a car. It was all forests as you see the earth. But 
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today it is as though we are in a desert… all the forests are gone.... eeh!”. 
(Spelancia - 68 years old) 
 
“By the time we settled here, we were surrounded by thick forests and we 
had no roads. We had to use foot paths to get to wherever we wanted to go. 
But now we have roads and the population has increased”. (Gaude-64 
years-old) 
 
“The population was low then… houses were scattered, our immediate 
neighbours were so far away but now settlements are close and the 
population has increased. Then you would even sound an alarm, and no one 
would hear [and] come to your rescue because the neighbours were far 
[away]”. (Tekla – 72 years-old) 
 
The women expressed diverse views of their changing environment. However, 
the interpretations and constructions of their realities were not only indicative of 
how globalisation is threatening and disrupting their everyday lives; as well, they 
showcased the heterogeneity of social values associated with the transformations. 
Although historically natives of this study area are known to be welcoming of 
others, for the first time they felt a sense of dislocation due to the influx of what 
they termed ‘new’ cultures. One of the participants, a woman named Rose, 
commented: “...[T]here is a growing problem here… we have ‘mawanga magate’ 
(multiculturalism)”. Her observation was supported by Mayi, a native older 
woman who recalled the ethnic history of the area: 
 
“During those days, there were Banyankole and Baganda in this area; but 
today tribes are so ‘mixed up’ we have Congolese, Rwandans, Bafumbira. 
It’s difficult for all those tribes to work together [because] the Rwandans only 
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care about themselves. They don’t get along with anyone outside of their 
ethnic group… they are very discriminative”. 
 
There was no aim to create ‘ethnocentrism’. Rather, focus was upon the emerging 
relational tensions pertinent to identity and social integration. As Goldthorpe 
(2017) argues, social problems are not necessarily products of social inequality 
or power, but rather of the lack of consensus – ‘social integration’. In the context 
of rural ageing, Goldthorpe’s argument aligns with that of Skinner and Winterton 
(2017), who claim that in contested spaces of rural ageing, social disruption and 
conflict are a manifestation of efforts to negotiate rural citizenship. It is important 
to understand that even though Uganda’s rural villages now constitute a shared 
base (by natives and migrants), it has proven difficult to hold onto and/or utilise 
the extant material resources within the contemporary rural context. The diversity 
of rural populations is redefining important aspects of rural living in terms of who 
is entitled, privileged, or disadvantaged when accessing resources.  
 
Due to this diversity, within this community, speaking a common language 
(lingua franca) is an important aspect of survival and belonging. It ensured the 
preservation of local knowledge that revealed how older women gained access to 
local communities’ and material resources and built relationships with each other. 
Observation revealed that language usage determined who one spoke to, engaged 
in business with, and made friends with. It informed decision-making vis-à-vis 
which community associations one joined (as I show in Chapter 6 wherein I 
explore ‘connectedness and disconnectedness’). In the process, it created social 
isolation among some native older women. Marg, who said that she was 
surrounded by migrant women on one side and banana plantations on the other, 
nonetheless expressed a sense of ‘isolation’ due to what seemed to be ‘localism 
eroded by language”. She said: “I keep to my home” because she had no common 
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language that would enable her to converse with the migrants. As Jalia said when 
referring to Rwandans migrants: “They do not maintain good neighborliness. 
They don’t greet or check on someone as we used to do”. 
 
This signaled a collision of two worlds; i.e., the collective versus the 
individualistic, an eventuality attributable to a changing economy. The evidence 
shows that language and the migrant older women’s way of life – among other 
factors - were problematic for the native older women. They deconstructed their 
social relations. For this reason, when some among the natives spoke of how their 
environment had changed, using terms like ‘intrusion’ and ‘conflictual 
tendencies’, they spoke in undertones, particularly when they used terms like 
‘mixed up’ and ‘mawanga magate’ (implying a level of multiculturalism) to refer 
to migrants. While villages in Uganda cannot claim to be ‘ethnically’ monolithic, 
the arrival of migrant older women has given rise to rural ‘multiculturalism’ 
(Prato, 2016), a term synonymous with ethnic and cultural diversity. The term 
‘multi-ethnicity’ is not commonly found in the discourse surrounding ageing in 
Uganda albeit it has significant implications for aspects of entitlement and 
constraint (Edensor & Sumartojo, 2018). The term ignites critical debate of rural 
citizenship given the existence of native and migrant older women within what I 
term ‘places with limited space for survival’. 
 
Some of the natives of the village considered that the newcomers were 
‘contaminating’ their communities by threatening their security and survival. 
They variously labelled the migrants ‘criminals running away from justice’, ‘crop 
thieves’ and ‘individualistic’. Taken together, these terms suggest that today older 
women are living in environments wherein social control has been disrupted. 
Some live in environments wherein both collective and individual agency are 
unpredictable due to external factors, crime for example. Previously, rural areas 
were associated with the following attributes: authenticity of people and life 
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whereby communities supported each other by extension creating a sense of 
autonomy; people had close family ties in the form of social capital; people felt a 
sense of meaningful identity and attachment to place (Keating, 2008; Wenger, 
2001). However, the findings of this study challenge the powerful and elite’s 
rhetoric of idyllic rural conditions. This does not suggest homogeneity of rural 
villages; rather, it showcases the realities of those who inhabit them.  
 
Disrupted relations to land 
 
This section builds on the previous section to show how structural adjustments 
through transformation of a subsistence economy has resulted in both economic 
and social dispossession of the natives due to changing relations to land. Poor 
native women have become targets of capitalist agricultural policies. Disruption 
of the most valuable resource they depend upon to sustain and feed their families, 
i.e., the land, has created a sense of vulnerability in the women. Gudeman (2008) 
claims that ‘a base (a space of both material and non-material resources) mediates 
relations between people and relates them to things’ (p.28). Here, the term 
“things” can be used to depict land. Despite this understanding, the study revealed 
that there is heterogeneity and conflict in how native older women have 
constructed relations to land amidst a changing rural economy and the need to 
maintain a sense of community.   
  
Before I utilise the native older women’s life histories to examine their disrupted 
relations with the land, I conducted a word frequency search using Nvivo Pro 12 
software. My aim was to establish which words were being used the most 
frequently, to ascertain whether they had any connection or relationship to 
material resources in the area, and whether they could be explanatory factors 
regarding feelings of disruption and conflict. They did not necessarily need to 
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apply to natives or migrants: of utmost importance was that they expressed the 
realities narrated by older women. The frequency run revealed three key words: 
‘village’, ‘land’ and ‘food’ (see Figure 1 below). Critical examination of these 
words reveals that they are interconnected resources around which social bonds 
are both constructed and dismantled in rural villages. Most importantly, they 
highlight the intricacies of the relationship between gender and the social, 
economic and political structures that shape the everyday lives of older women 
in Ugandan villages.  
 
Their words revealed that the native older women viewed villages as sites of land 
upon which social relations are constructed around the concept of ‘food’. In other 
words, land was an important factor in the enabling of ‘social’ relations. 
Conversely, migrants viewed land as an enabler of ‘economic’ relations driven 
by market forces. This shows two oppositional struggles to identity – those of 
native older women and migrant older women - based on one primary source of 
power, i.e., ‘land’. It also shows how migration - as a product of globalization 
creates spaces of domination that accord privilege through analysis of the 
economy (Escobar, 2008, p.288). Gudeman (2008) argues that while a base – in 
this case, the village, constitutes shared materials against which relationships and 
identity are constructed, its fluidity over time instigates heterogenous values.  One 
group of women drew upon a ‘social versus economic’ frame of reference to 
demonstrate that wealth (in the form of land) creates a fertile ground for socio-
economic inequality. However, this is not happening in a vacuum; rather and 
from a feminist material perspective (Fernandes, 2018), older women are trapped 
between global and national development plans which have the potential to 
exacerbate their already vulnerable position. Much of what one sees here is 
synonymous with the subordination experienced by older women due to a shift 
from subsistence to capitalist agriculture (Minkler & Estes, 2019). The native 
older women expressed a sense of dislocation because the traditional values 
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associated with land and food were threatened, even lost in the transition to 
neighborliness or food sharing. The conflicting space relations and interpretations 
associated with land - as understood and/or interpreted by native older women 
and migrant older women - resonate with Massey’s (2005) argument that space 
has three intertwined facets: 1) interaction; 2) coexisting heterogeneity; and, 3) 
constantly under reconstruction. These aspects facilitate an understanding of the 
sources of disruption in the context of native older women. Native older women 
spoke of their constructed meanings of villages which showed how they 
interacted within these spaces. 
  
 
Figure 1: Analysis of Word frequency of common words used by native and migrant older 
women (Source: Author’s Analysis) 
 
First, they referred to the village as ‘good’. Some natives considered it a place of 
choice due to an associated sense of collectiveness and neighbourliness, sources 




“When my neighbours come to me and ask for something, I cannot refuse or 
even if their children come to my home, I cannot say ‘go away’. If I have 
something to drink, if a neighbour visits me, I share with them and we enjoy 
together”. 
 
Most of the women spoke of what being ‘people persons’ (social capital) 
(Bourdieu, 2011) meant for one’s survival in the village. As one woman said: 
“The village is not about the place but rather the village is the people in it”. This 
understanding dilutes the notion of a ‘rural-urban’ binary. If rural is about people, 
then it can be found in the urban context as well. It is neither a place nor a locale; 
rather, it is the relations shaped around different forms of capital, i.e., a 
reaffirmation of how places and spaces are products of relations and interactions 
(Massey, 2010, p.258). For the natives, this interaction is built around relations 
to land and food; in other words, important resources that defined the ‘goodness’ 
of the village.  
 
In order to understand how native older women have been disrupted in relation 
to land, exploration of aspects most valued in the context of land is important 
given that these aspects are under threat, by extension dis-locating native older 
women. Some among the latter felt that when in the village, ‘one was able to 
easily access land on which to cultivate food to feed their families’. As many 
stated, the village meant ‘digging’. This observation was not only reflective of 
the sense of the ‘local’ (McDowell, 2018b) meeting the native older women’s 
needs. In effect, it reified the reality that natural resources were highly valued. 
Most importantly, if we are to articulate the notion of ‘easily accessible’ reported 
by the native older women, we cannot ignore the differences between availability, 
the cost of land, and the prevailing market economy. In his work titled Demise of 
a rural economy, Gudeman (2013), observes that although the house economy, 
with its values, exists along the margins of a capitalist economy, the real 
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difference is in the ownership and control of property. Therefore, while the native 
older women viewed land as ‘free and easily accessible’, in reality it was because 
at the time, the real owners had limited investment interest in rural villages 
compared to the degree of interest expressed today. Participant Marg cogently 
described the situation, demonstrating her awareness of a changing rurality:   
 
“[At] the time we settled on this plot of land, this area had no trading 
activities. We used to grow crops for home consumption only. There were no 
roads and we had nowhere to sell our produce. Things have only changed 
recently”. 
 
Older women spoke of the village as a site of ‘free food’, implying free from the 
market forces that restrict access through regulation. As one native recalled: “You 
do not have to buy food like in the city”. Comparing rural to urban life is one way 
of creating feelings of ‘false’ powerlessness. There is no notion of a binary 
position of which to make meaning. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
women reflected on the subjective alienation of cities (Geis & Ross, 1998). This 
became evident when participant Rose, who became household head after the 
death of her husband, said:  
 
“The village is good, especially when you have many children. It rescues you, 
especially in terms of feeding and the way you take care of your children. 
But, living in the city with a big family is impossible! In a rural village, if you 
do not have food, you may decide to go to a neighbour and they will give you 
some cassava. But, in the city, if you don’t have money…. haa…...it’s 
difficult”. 
 
Here, according to older women’s observations, is the understanding that any 
national economy is constitutive of both the house and market economy 
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(Gudeman, 1992). Within these parameters, gender and age intersect with the 
existing systems of production to position older women differently in terms of 
social class and inequality. However, the ways in which women construct their 
social worlds within such a context is very much dependent on their production 
capacities. Although food production reinforced gender roles, to the native 
women it was a symbol of cultural identity, a determinant of family size and 
caring roles.  
 
In the past, while a considerable corpus of literature has focused on aspects of 
food security (Sseguya, Mazur, & Flora, 2018), scant attention has been paid to 
the deep meanings associated with food, particularly in later life. Drawing on the 
women’s stories, it is important to note that the production of food has symbolic 
meanings that shape social practices (Lockie, 2001). While the sentiments 
associated with land use are well documented in the literature exploring rural 
functionality with  particular focus on subsistence agriculture (Cloke et al., 2006), 
few writers have explored the social meaning of food for  older women. The 
influx of migrants into Uganda’s rural villages has generated its own threats to 
the values associated with land and food.  
 
There has been evidence of increasing numbers of migrant women settling in the 
country’s rural villages, a trend native older women consider one of the major 
changes in their respective areas.  This study revealed that the natives felt that the 
state of rural villages in terms of farming has changed due to the intermixing. In 
their views, migrants had disrupted their traditional modes of food production and 
organization of land in the sense that an increase in the urge to effect market-
driven agricultural production was observed. As a result, both land and its 
productive capacity had become forms of capital. This does not overlook the fact 
that land is a long-standing form of natural-economic capital (Lockhart & 




While the native older women clearly understood that the land was a source of 
food, they had stopped short of imagining that food could be produced and sold 
and that the money they received could be used to rent land for further food 
production. This understanding changed their way of thinking about how land 
and food are accessed, utilised and owned. Their life histories revealed that food 
sharing was an important way of creating social capital. Some native older 
women spoke of how ‘food was shared indicative of ‘neighbourliness’, friendship 
and proof of a good harvest. However, it was not produced for sale as is the 
current tendency. However, this practice started to dwindle when food became 
transformed into a commodity. Without hesitation, one participant said: “It’s a 
situation that foreign settlers have brought about. Yet also those ones who buy 
land have become a major problem to us”. This sense of frustration and cultural 
dislocation signaled the fact that all of the social values associated with this 
seemingly new form of capital was being threatened by the concept of a ‘market 
logic’. However, as Bourdieu (1986) maintains, priceless things have their price, 
and their conversion into monetary terms is only the will of the economy that 
denied them in the first place. 
 
As one woman said: “Long ago, people used not to be bothered with working 
hard. All they needed was food for the day. But, these days, even what you have 
grown for home consumption, you are tempted to sell it”.  
 
This form of tension underpins what Gudeman (2008) alludes to as “economies 
being built around dialectical practices involving one producing material life not 
only for self but others” (p.14). However, the women saw their survival in such a 
conflicted and market-centric environment as dependent upon whether they had 
the means to produce for their families and the market. All depended upon the 
prevailing dynamics of accessing land. Practically speaking, this implied that 
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within such circumstances, poverty is shaped by the need to maintain a sense of 
community and the desire for presence in the labour market, i.e., producing a 
class system.  For the native older women, their history of communal land 
holdings, which shaped their way of life, found no place in the current capitalist 
transformations. This situation has exposed them to the risk of sinking into dire 
food and income poverty. Mayi, a woman aged 61 years, who lived with her four 
daughters and six grandchildren, and was struggling to locate herself in the 
changing land tenure and income system of her disrupted village, recalled as 
follows: 
 
“Then you would tell a person ‘I do not have anywhere to cultivate food for 
my children’ and they would say to you ‘there is a bush/land, clear it and 
cultivate beans or maize, cassava or whatever you want’ without you paying 
any money. But now they cannot allow you to dig”. 
 
Mayi’s story clearly shows the influences of the political economy of agriculture, 
nurturing social classes in later life based on who produces and participates in the 
labour market (Andrew Walker, 2012). It suggests poverty born out of market 
forces synonymous with a neoliberal agenda that calls for individual ownership 
of property (Calasanti, 2010; Phillipson, 2010). This environment has created 
more constraints than opportunities for older women who had never had land 
ownership rights. Unfortunately, even for women like Rose who had a small piece 
of land left to her by her “master” (a term some women used when referring to 
their late husbands), it showed the influences of patriarchy on family dynamics. 
It showcased the new migrant traditions of keeping up with the pace and demands 
of the market in the absence of necessary material resources. Mayi said: “I can 
cultivate my crops although my land has lost its fertility because I cultivate it 
every season without rest. I till this land with my children and the problem is that 




Despite the fact that Rose appeared determined to compete in the market, 
evident in her  commitment to ‘work the land every season without rest’, she 
lacked both the economic and cultural capital in terms of modern technologies; 
for example, the use of fertilizers. Migrant older women, by contrast, had broad 
knowledge of their usage. I discuss this in detail in the Chapter 5.  Fernandes 
(2018) observes that it is common practice among cash-crop producers to 
become dependent on commercial inputs.  However, in the case of older women 
who had lived at the margins during their entire life-courses, this was 
impossible. Native older women who attributed all of these changes in the 
means of production to the coming of migrants, anticipated a precarious later 
life due to market volatility. One native older woman commented: 
 
“Now land has become scarce…there are so many migrants. I have been 
manœuvring… I go look for money and hire an acre, and we go cultivate. But 
this time we didn’t get where to cultivate. The farm where I used to dig from, 
when I fell sick, land was hired to other people. So I don’t farm there 
anymore. Now this tiny place is where I dig. My daughter (she calls me and 
taps my shoulder) when I think about what I’m going through, my heart feels 
heavy”. 
 
Such understandings emphasise the fact that in contemporary rural villages, the 
overall well-being of the different groups of older women is dependent upon their 
different forms of capital (Bourdieu, 2011). However, unfortunately this does not 
stop at ‘differences’ only: it translates into socio-economic inequality. While the 
natives had a wealth of social capital, the migrant older women had economic 
capital which could not easily be converted into social and cultural capital. The 
major issue here was how each group accessed and controlled these forms of 
capital to ensure meaningful rural lifestyles. Fraser (2007) claims that today, the 
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forces that shape native older women’s agricultural work are no longer 
domestically determined. They overflow territorial borders, creating senses of 
vulnerability and dislocation in natives who are already attempting to cope with 
new living environments.  
 
My research reveals that migrant older women have not only ‘induced’ capitalist 
agriculture but have also changed the ways in which older women participate in 
labour. These changes have created a structural base around which the daily lives 
of the elderly are conditioned by institutions and policies (Estes & Phillipson, 
2002; Inoue, 2007). For example, women spoke of the Ugandan government’s 
Operation Wealth Creation program which is part of the National Development 
Policy Vision 2040. The program, which aims to transform and promote the 
agricultural sector (Uganda National Planning Authority, 2013), was 
implemented throughout the various districts. While most of the women 
expressed their frustration with the program, a few spoke of the distribution of 
hybrid seedlings and allocation of animals, e.g., goats. As participant Kizza 
recalled, they signed contracts signaling their willingness to observe certain 
conditions, e.g., if a goat gave birth, the female kid/s had to be given to other 
women.  
 
I view this as a neoliberal approach to older women’s welfare support which 
emphasises mutual obligation (Grenier & Phillipson, 2018). However, because 
the goats required grazing space/land, and the women were attempting to grow 
crops at the same time, only two women agreed to accept the animals. The 
remainder were ‘defeated’, a term Kizza used with a smile. Usage of the term 
‘defeated’ in the context of the village suggested the degree of competition that 
prevailed between those who had property (irrespective of legality of ownership) 
and those who did not have property. The ultimate outcome threatened to 
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diminish the older women’s prospects in later life, i.e., render them failures in a 
transforming economy.  
 
Interestingly, from my observation - and based on Kizza’s narrative - she lived 
close to her co-wife (who was much older) in a one bed-roomed dilapidated 
house. She was partially visually impaired and wore thick double lenses which, 
she said, “barely improved her eyesight”. The inequalities that distinguished the 
two women lay in the fact that their late husband had left Kizza material wealth 
in terms of land and a reasonably well-structured house. These benefits made it 
easy for her to live a relatively dignified life and to maintain good health. Due to 
these material resources, Kizza could participate in the government’s agricultural 
development program. Gender and age intersected with the government’s plans 
regarding who should receive agricultural input. From a feminist perspective, 
gender and age should be viewed as “forms of inequality which are integral to 
rather than effects of the policies and ideologies associated with neoliberalism” 




Image 2: Participant attending the goats she received through the government’s 
rural agricultural development program Operation Wealth Creation (Source: 
Photo by author, September 2017) 
 
Within the current neo-liberal environment, which is characterised variously by 
its commercialisation of agriculture, new modes of production, marketing and 
distribution, native older women have become disposable. Field observation 
revealed that a number of small food private warehouses storing dried cash-crops, 
e.g., beans and corn, had been established both in the area and in nearby towns. 
All were male-dominated. These warehouses, which were used as produce 





Migrant older women have created conditions that demand the accumulation of 
capital.  These conditions determine how land is utilised, owned and accessed 
(Dumas & Turner, 2009). For many migrant older women, their mode of 
accessing land depended on the time period (when one arrived in the village) and 
the need to engage in commercial agriculture. However, on first settlement, most 
of the migrant older women acquired land through the Local Council chairperson 
who acted as a middleman between the land occupant and the buyer. This 
approach changed as the newcomers became familiar with the area and engaged 
in commercial farming.  
 
Native older women recalled that historically land was a shared space, not a 
commodity. It was ‘lent’, not ‘sold’, and ‘given’ not ‘purchased’, contrary to the 
ways in which migrants are accessing land today. The Baganda people, most of 
whom are native older women, were the most powerful ethnic group in the region 
wherein my study was conducted. They owned land and extensive banana and 
coffee plantations (Mamdani, 2012). These were food and cash crops 
respectively. Foreigners, particularly Rwandans, worked as casual labourers on 
these plantations. However, over time, the Rwandans worked hard to acquire land 
through direct purchase or in exchange for labour. They also initiated chain 
migration; a process that has rendered the native older women culturally 
dislocated. 
 
Within this new capitalist environment, older women reported that accessing land 
involved a ‘competitive’ and ‘unregulated’ process. While a free-market 
economy allowed private ownership of land, it also determined the modes of 
access. This proved important when articulating aspects of power, privilege and 
inequalities (Baars, Dannefer, Phillipson, & Walker, 2016). It facilitated 
awareness of the structures contributing to the variations in the ways in which 
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native and migrant older women are viewed and treated in the country’s rural 
villages.   
 
Some native older women felt alienated due to their lack of the financial resources 
crucial to accessing land. The latter was hired per season. As one native 
commented: “People are living in fear. Imagine having to rent an acre of farmland 
at Ugx150,000 and then [having to pay] ground tax of Ugx20,00. Many of us 
cannot afford”.  A season was a period of six months with no guarantee of 
renewal, particularly if the harvest was poor or if other willing buyers offered a 
higher price. In such cases, older women found themselves trapped into hiring 
land, casual labouring, and employing labourers so that they could meet the 
growing demands of agriculture.  
 
Migrant older women had dismantled rural spaces that had historically served as 
subsistence economic support through the privatisation of women’s work places 
(Goodman, 2010). Goodman argues that the privatisation of women’s work 
meant “organisation of labour where workers find themselves in places that 
resemble [the] domestic sphere but are subject to more direct forms of 
exploitation” (p.87). The majority of native older women who participated in this 
study were widows who occupied untitled land which was either acquired through 
marriage or under the customary law arrangements. This means that older native 
women could only participate to an extent that reflected their socio-economic 
status over their life-courses (Estes et al., 2008). This understanding strongly 
builds on the thesis’ main argument, i.e., that missed life opportunities over their 
life-courses disrupt later life more than advanced age itself. The impact of older 
women’s lack of property rights is a much-felt inadequacy in later life that 




Some women noted that migrants had introduced new ways of working the land. 
One native said: “They use pesticides to weed while we use our hands and hoes”. 
The adoption of new technology is more than learning to do or use: it entails the 
cost to access (Adesina & Chianu, 2002). For the native older women, the cost of 
accessing pesticides was impacted upon mainly by their lack of knowledge. “We 
don’t know how to apply the pesticides”. One woman spoke of their will to apply 
them; but they lacked the requisite knowledge. While this had created income 
inequalities in terms of poor versus good harvests, it had also created conflict 
when accessing land. Native older women who were landlords claimed that 
pesticides lowered soil fertility over time. However, scholars including Collier 
and Decon (2014), when referring to the declining agro-ecological conditions in 
most Africa countries, call for the introduction of non-farming alternatives that 
will help to eliminate rural poverty. 
 
This section clearly demonstrates that while ageing in rural villages is desired by 
a significant number of native women, the current transformations in the 
agricultural sector that have redefined their labour participation, access to and use 
of land, are threatening their cultural and social values; i.e., those associated with 
land and food. A combination of these factors has resulted in the erosion of 
localism, dislocation, and disruption of ageing in place.   
 
Dislocated cultural values and traditional norms 
 
This disrupted rural base threatened and altered the native older women’s cultural 
values and traditions. Some native women expressed feelings of dislocation that 
manifested as changing familial and grandparenting roles amidst long-standing 
problems; e.g., by HIV/AIDS and regional conflict. The situation has not only 
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exacerbated their conditions of poverty and inequality that distinguish the women 
from the migrants; as well, it is threatening their overall well-being.  
 
The central argument of this sub-section is that land, as a resource, intersects with 
gender and formations of cultural and traditional values to determine older 
women’s marginalized position within the contemporary rural economy.  
 
The study reveals that although there is an emerging  trend towards ‘gendered tri-
parenting’  (a term I explain later on in this section) in later life, this has been 
fundamentally impacted upon by the changing rural economy and women’s 
relationship to land. The argument raised in this section is based on the African – 
or more specifically Ugandan context of parenting hierarchies and family 
structures. It is constructed around a heterosexual family structure, collectively 
supported by kinship. And my field observation revealed that in most cases, older 
women’s living arrangements were characterised by an average of two 
grandchildren per household. Changing family structures placed a heavy burden 
on women’s lives and overall well-being. In part, this was because most of the 
women were widows. Their assumed house-hold headship roles were 
disadvantaged by material poverty. That notwithstanding, they informally 
undertook motherhood, fatherhood and grandparenting roles, hence the notion of 
‘tri-parenting’. I coined the term ‘tri-parenting’ based on how older women 
viewed the multiple roles they played when taking care of their grandchildren.  
 
Kabach aged 89 years, who was the oldest of my project participants, was sole 
carer for her nine grandchildren. Kabach lived on hand-outs. The children were 
orphans: their mother died after contracting HIV/AIDS. The one surviving father 
had abandoned them.  Kabach recalled the day “he bundled the children on to a 
bicycle and brought them here before their mother’s corpse and went away”. 
While this can be superficially argued as family dysfunction due to HIV/AIDS, it 
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demonstrates deeper patriarchal values entrenched in laws appertaining to 
marriage and children , e.g., customary law that creates power imbalances (Ezer, 
2016). This law does not take into consideration the degree to which lack of 
property ownership in a changing economy diminishes the cultural values 
associated with grandparenting. Ezer argued that customary law is a space for 
power divides, human rights suffocation, and increased vulnerability of African 
women. In the context of this study, this increased legal and economic 
vulnerability destabilises older women in later life. Kabach said: 
 
“When I consulted educated people like you, telling them that the man had 
abandoned the children, what should I do……they asked me if he had 
officially introduced himself as a son- in-law’ and I replied that he hadn’t. 
He didn’t get introduced. They told me to go and take care of the children. 
That man was irresponsible. If he was not even able to come before his 
father- in-law when he was still alive to properly become a son-in-law, then 
where will you take the children?”        
 
Kabach’s narrative was not about seeking legal redress. It was a cry of loss, grief, 
and unintended role-identity reconstruction amid continuous interaction with 
complex political and economic processes that have relegated her to the 
periphery. It sought to explicate the mental stress and distress associated with 
grandparenting without recognition and support. Unfortunately, her ever-
increasing informal care activities were occurring within an environment of 
structural adjustment that afforded her little or no control over the most valuable 
resources, i.e., land and economic capital. Such resources would at least provide 
her with an opportunity to sustain her grandparenting role. Kabach said: “You 
can’t live in a home without a provider, without assistance, with nothing and be 
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a guardian. Right now, my eyesight is poor, my eyes don’t see clearly, my limbs 
are weak, I don’t dig any more… I’m at the mercy of friends”. 
 
Kabach’s experience was only impacting the lives of the children under her care; 
for her personally, it was creating an ‘unhealthy ageing’ environment. Similar to 
many unheard women in rural villages, Kabach was experiencing the dislocation 
and psychological distress associated with ‘tri-parenting’.  
 
Kabach’s situation alerts us to the anomaly of the introduction of systemic 
challenges of development from above without first considering those it aims to 
target, in this case women in Uganda’s rural villages. There is an assumption that 
structural adjustment programs, particularly the modernisation of agriculture, are 
meant to empower women and incorporate rural villages into the global capitalist 
economy (Collier & Dercon, 2014). However, lack of understanding of how such 
political processes interact with cultural factors and social issues (e.g., 
HIV/AIDS) risks creating situations of precarity for older women, by extension 
makes it difficult to achieve the desired outcomes. This is particularly so given 
that within the new rural economy, older women feel trapped in the social and 
economic dispossession to which Kabach alluded.  
 
It is important to understand that in the context of this study, grandparenting is 
both a cultural practice and a tradition that is well respected in sub-Saharan Africa 
(Aboderin & Hoffman, 2017). In earlier times characterized by a subsistence 
economy, it was a responsibility that yielded emotional and psychological well-
being for both the carers and those for whom they cared. Children learned about 
their cultural norms and values, and about how to connect with their environment. 
The process was made easy by their grandparents, particularly those who had 
access to land. They could grow enough food to sustain their families and were 




However, evidence from this study shows contemporary grandparenting has 
undergone transformation. It now involves acting as mother, father, and 
grandparent to the grandchildren. Tan and colleagues (2010) refer to this as 
“filling the parenting gap”. However, the circumstances surrounding “filling this 
gap”, and their implications for later life remain under-explored. This study has 
proved that while HIV/AIDS partially contributes to the reconfiguration of the 
grandparenting role and dislocation of older women, older women’s disrupted 
base has worsened the situation. This is not only in terms of the caring role, but 
in the ways it impacts the subjective mental health of older women. Matovu, 
Dawson-Rose, Weiss, and Wallhagen (2019) study of grandparenting carers is 
consistent with this viewpoint. 
 
In their work titled Thoughts can kill you’: Characterisation of metal health 
symptoms by Ugandan Grandparent carers in the era of HIV/AIDS, Matovu et al. 
(2019), argue that the role of caring for HIV/AIDS orphans places a heavy 
financial, physical and emotional burden on female grandparents. Although the 
researchers stopped short of defining grandparenting using contemporary terms 
(apart from it being termed a ‘role’), they stated that the burden associated with 
grandparenting was exacerbated by cultural and traditional expectations. This 
caring burden has not been given the requisite attention particularly with 
reference to older female carers.  
 
Guided by a Cultural Formulation Interview tool, which had its limitations due to 
having been designed from a western perspective, Matovu and others explored 
older women’s experiences of caring for HIV/AIDS orphans. Apropos of the 
findings, of importance here is the fact that older women were considered at risk 
of isolation and stigmatisation if they lived with and/or cared for anyone afflicted 
by HIV/AIDS. Moreover, this occurred amid financial and physical constraints 
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that exacerbated older women carers’ levels of anxiety and depression. This was 
evident in participant Kabach’s story wherein she detailed her social and 
economic isolation (see Figure 2) and her ‘connectedness and disconnectedness’ 
(see Chapter 6).  More specifically, Matovu and others argue that persistent 
income poverty, the deaths of adult children, and the depletion of resources 
exposed older female carers to the risk of developing mental health disorders. 
 
While this study was conducted among urban and rural dwelling older women, 
the differences in outcomes remain unexamined. The study findings show that 
the influx of migrants into rural villages has unsettled and disrupted the rural base, 
leaving older women in the precarious situation of having to scramble for 
resources, particularly land. That said, I agree with Matovu and others that efforts 
to ensure sound mental health among older women in their caring roles should 
consider adopting a culturally centric approach. Furthermore, I suggest that 
migration should be the broad lens through which culture centric research into 
mental health in rural regions is explored given that the evidence suggests that it 
has altered the socio-cultural values and traditions for older women.  
 
From my field observation and interaction with older women, the conditions of 
grandparenting have been redefined by urbanization. The latter has completely 
altered family relations which are now centred around mutual obligation. Some 
women spoke of their adult daughters leaving their villages to work or be married 
in the city. Earlier studies of urbanisation have shown how their relocation has 
resulted in dwindling care for the elderly (Aboderin, 2003, 2004b). However, the 
current situation shows that for a few older women, who can still access this form 
of informal care, it has become contractual. Older women are entering into 
contracts of convenience whereby grandchildren have become the currency of 
social support in exchange for basic needs. One woman recalled that her son only 
agreed to send his children to her contingent on her “catering for their basic 
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needs”. For the woman, who only sought to relieve her ‘loneliness’, there was 
mutual obligation attached to this intervention. The findings confirm the degree 
to which capitalism is influencing the reconstruction of the grandparenting role 
along the lines of ‘contract and exchange’, i.e., features of neoliberalism (Grenier 
& Phillipson, 2018). A consequence of this has been dislocation of the cultural 
practices and traditions that once exercised a positive influence on older women’s 




This chapter, which explores the social aspects of ageing that have shaped the 
lived experiences of Uganda’s native older women, shows that for women, 
missed opportunities over their life-courses can have devastating implications for 
them in later life. 
 
Nativity, a new dimension of ageing research, plays a significant role in 
facilitating understanding older women’s attachment to rural villages, identity, 
privilege and entitlement. The chapter shows that nativity promotes agency and 
a sense of purpose, psychological as well as social well-being, the sum of which 
is fundamental to enhancing efforts to age in place and promoting healthy ageing. 
However, nativity should not be viewed as a static identity but rather as 
attributable to an age-cohort period. 
 
The chapter explores adjustment through agricultural policies, and how global 
movements have disrupted and dislocated older women, by extension increasing 




Cultural practices and traditions associated with the grandparenting role have not 
only been threatened but transformed. However, grandparenting that involves 
caring for HIV/AIDS orphans has had a profoundly negative effect on older 
women’s mental health. The Ugandan government should not only recognise 
older women as first line community childcare providers; as well, it should 
acknowledge the value of the meaningful social support they provide as part of 
their caring role. In Chapter 5, I explore aspects of disruption, dislocation and 





















Chapter 5: Migrant older women: Disruption, Dislocation and 
Contested Relations to land 
 
“All we know is the hoe” (Participant) 
 
Introduction   
 
In Chapter 4, focus was upon the natives. In Chapter 5, I draw the reader’s 
attention to migrant older women, primarily migrants from Rwanda and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), two countries known for their respective 
histories of genocide and armed conflict. The DRC was formerly known as Zaire 
until 1997 when Mobutu Sese Seko, who was both a politician and a military 
officer, was overthrown by Laurent-Desire Kabila. Since then, the country has 
struggled both politically and economically forcing hundreds of thousands of 
people, particularly women, to flee to neighbouring Uganda. Many of these 
migrants have come from countries wherein their everyday practices and 
behavior patterns were shaped by the prevailing socio-economic systems, often 
systems contrary to those practiced in the receiving villages in Uganda. This 
situation has come with consequences as migrant older women attempt to 
reconfigure ‘who they are’.  
 
Despite being considered disruptors of the rural base, for many migrant older 
women their lives have been dislocated. Concomitant with their movement across 
borders to new rural environments, a mobility urged by the region’s labour 
policies, migrants have experienced disruption and dislocation in a range of 
different ways. Disruption has been exacerbated by gender, class, regional 
conflict and HIV/AIDS. Unfamiliarity with a particular environment not only 
hampers peoples’ efforts to gain a sense of attachment to place: it also threatens 
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their quality of life (Phillips, 2013).  In this chapter, I draw upon older women 
migrants’ life histories to argue that within a changing rural economy, while 
advanced age plays a fundamental role in shaping migrants’ everyday lives, 
waged-labour initiated women’s movement is more significant.  
 
My focus here is upon how specific events - both pre and post migration - have 
significantly impacted women’s lives. My analysis of the manifestation of this 
impact is supported by the following four broad themes derived from the 
women’s narratives: 1) contested relations to land; 2) disrupted ‘selves’ and the 
working environment; 3) disrupted social environment; and, 4) disrupted bodies 
and HIV/AIDS. All of these disruptions have been shaped by migrants’ 
movement and settlement to and in rural villages in their processes of ‘looking 
for jobs’. I claim that while this is a reflection of policies that reinforce what Chris 
Phillipson (2019) alludes to as ‘extending the working lives of older people’, little 
attention has been afforded migrants’ cumulative disadvantage over their life 
courses, disadvantage primarily attributable to the nature of their subsistence 
working environment.  
 
For older women, this environment is land, an important form of capital that 
shapes their working conditions and determines their productivity. As one woman 
said: “All we know is the hoe”, the latter being a rudimentary, long-handled 
digging tool. The woman was implying that the only skills the women had learned 
were those associated with digging and cultivating. However, the ‘hoe’ proves 
useless if women cannot gain access to land on which to use it. For them, 
ownership of property, e.g., land, ensures human well-being in later life. Thus, in 
their struggle to fit into this ‘resourcelessness’, most migrant older women work 
land they rent, not own. They have no other means of survival. In the process, 
however, many migrants have found themselves in conflict with the natives. Here 
I draw upon the work of Gudeman (2008), who extends Marx’s view of 
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productive labour by adding land to the equation as a key resource and - Bourdieu 
(1996) who views labour as embedded cultural capital. 
 
Social disruption and dislocation  
 
The social disruption experienced by migrant older women was generated by a 
broad range of social dynamics including the women’s personal desire for cultural 
continuity post migration, and by the challenges associated with moving into a 
new environment. Throughout their resettlement trajectories, these women have 
been trapped in spaces of fear and uncertainty, starting with where they originated 
and extending to where they have settled. As well as being attributable to their 
new rural environments, it has exacerbated their inability to ‘fit into’ a cash-crop 
economy, and to cope with the loss of their earlier lifestyles. Each woman, in her 
struggle to survive, has had to reconstruct formerly held notions of ‘home’, 
‘identity’, and ‘sense of self’. Older women spoke about migration as a disruptive 
event. It made some among them feel ‘othered’ by the natives amid their struggle 
to exist authentically as ageing individuals.  The sum of these factors is 
attributable to a distorted social order that has created an environment of 
inequality and precarity, an outcome I address in subsequent sections of this 
chapter.   
 
Contested relations to land 
 
I begin this section by quoting two powerful statements, the first  made by a 
migrant older woman, the second by a native: “We [have] nowhere to cultivate 
our crops … all we know is the ‘hoe”; and, “They come looking for jobs”. These 
two statements, as well as reflecting the feelings of both groups of women, hinted 
at the sources of tension. While members of one group were trying to fit into the 
prescribed working environment post migration, and to make the requisite 
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structural adjustments, members of the other were protecting their resources. 
Implicit in these statements were notions of identity, i.e., attachment to land, a 
scramble for resources, vulnerability, and a precarious working environment. All 
of these factors intersected with gender to create a disrupted rural base. The 
contested relations to land, evident between migrants and natives, further 
exacerbated these disrupted bodies.  
 
Their migration to rural villages meant that older women entered into a new 
system of social organization, particularly where land was involved. Most of the 
migrant older women cited ‘land scarcity’ in their home countries as their major 
motivation for migration. Their relationships to land in the receiving country 
constitute a significant part of this study. The theme of ‘contested relations to 
land’ emerged as one of the most important factors facilitating our understanding 
of older migrants’ day-to-day life experiences in rural settings. Usage of the term 
‘contested relations to land’ seems appropriate to demonstrate how migrants 
viewed, accessed and utilised land, the meanings and interpretations they 
associated with land, and how they translated into their everyday practices and 
behaviour  patterns compared with those of the native older women. At the same 
time, it provides evidence of how this relationship has disrupted and dislocated 
the women as foreign-born individuals ageing and extending their working lives 
in a different socio-cultural-economic system.  
 
My discussion in this section is informed by Bourdieu’s work on forms of capital 
(1986), and its convertible nature in the context of migration. Specific reference 
to Figure 1 in Chapter 4, which shows the words most frequently used by both 
migrants and natives, will prove important to guiding our understanding and 
discussion of how words (e.g., food, land, village) contribute to identity 
reconstruction, attachment to place, and a sense of dislocation. Migrant older 
women predominantly used the terms ‘village’, ‘land’ and ‘food’ when narrating 
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their life histories albeit in different ways by native older women, even when they 
occupied the same space. The differences reflected their reasons for relocating to 
villages, and their desire for continuity in terms of re-establishing their identities, 
all of which meant disruption for them within the receiving community. 
 
All of the migrant older women interviewed for the purposes of this study spoke 
of the village as a ‘good place to live in’, a sentiment shared by the natives. But 
usage of the term ‘good’ was contingent on other social conditions.  The village 
was ‘good’ if one had land, food, and good relations with the people. Thus, the 
migrant older women’s interpretation of ‘goodness’ was not representative of the 
dominant discourses in the literature that focuses on the idyllic features of rural 
environments,  e.g., being greener and a space within which people have a good 
sense of community cohesion  (Cloke et al., 2006). The study participants’ 
primary focus was on forms of capital relevant to shaping their working 
environment and to enabling them to acquire property in the form of land (given 
that all they knew was the ‘hoe’). One woman spoke of how they were ‘falling 
between the cracks’ of the government’s policy agenda 2040 for transforming 
peasantry agriculture (Uganda National Planning Authority, 2013): “The problem 
here is the land. As older women, we would like to have our own land where to 
cultivate our cash crops, but we have no sympathiser or advocate to present our 
issues to the authorities concerned. We have no assistance at all” (Uliya – 68 
years old). 
 
In a similar vein, another migrant was cognisant of the dictates of her working 
environment. “Land for farming is scarce… so that affects us. Sometimes you 
want to work but you have nowhere to do it from” (Flo – 62 years old).  
 
What can clearly be deduced from the migrant older women’s experiences is that 
despite Uganda’s vision to transform rural agriculture and to include rural- 
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dwelling older women in commodity production, the conditions for migrant 
women remain less than favourable. The notion of ‘having land to cultivate’ is a 
product of development policies and pressure to encourage everyone to remain 
productive. It is a condition for women’s independence and ability to make a 
living. But unfortunately, as of 2019, no effort has been made to reconcile 
neoliberal policies with women’s realities of being resourceless. Fernandes 
(2018) writes that while women remain the main target for advancing 
international development through provision of a substantial workforce, their 
current working environment increases their precarity rather than their economic 
agency (p.140). They continue to lack access to the most relevant factors of 
production of land and financial capital that would position them favourably 
within Uganda’s development agenda without exploitation.  
 
In Uganda, capitalism is transforming the rural economy. It remains insensitive 
to gender inequalities over the life-course particularly in the case of transnational 
ageing which to date is yet to be included in debate surrounding active and healthy 
ageing discourse. Keating et al. (2013) argue that rural regions have the potential 
to provide an environment in which the elderly can flourish if there are resources 
in place to match their needs. In Chapter 4, I discussed how the natives spoke of 
villages as being good in terms of access to land on which social relations could 
be established through food. Migrant older women, unlike the native older 
women, viewed rural villages as ‘markets’ of exploitable resources, in this case 
land on which they cultivated food, a practice through which the pre-migration 
self would be re-imagined as a post-migration self. The differences between the 
way in which native and migrant older women view their land is consistent with 
what Gudeman (2008) terms “conflict between the community and the market”. 
He further argues that a community is a shared base with resources against which 
relationships are constructed. Because the values associated with these resources 
are different for each group of women, their relations tend to be heterogenous in 
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as much as some may be associated through kinship (e.g., the natives) while 
others by work bonds (pp. 28-29). As one female migrant older participant said: 
“The village is about digging; you are a farmer, I’m a farmer”. She was also 
cognisant of the fact that the strength/energy required for digging “has reduced". 
For migrant older women, the re-establishment of ‘self’ and gaining of a sense of 
attachment to place was through their engagement in seasonal market-oriented 
farming using their labour capacity and their transposable skills to make a living 
in a new context, i.e., “embodied cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1986). Migrant 
older women saw themselves as farmers and, by extension, as potential villagers 
because they could “use a hoe”. Employment was dependent upon one’s labour 
which is inseparable from the possessor and non-transferable. And of course, 
embodied capital dies with the owner.  
 
Bourdieu terms the human body “capital stock” (as quoted in Medvetz, 2018, 
p.561). The migrant older women embodied labour - along with their informal 
knowledge of modern farming practices - as capital.  While many of the migrant 
older women could claim ‘hoeing’ skills (“All we know is the hoe”), the reality 
is that the use of the hoe - which is a low-level technology, does not encourage 
production for the markets. However, I observed some migrant older women 
using modern pesticides to clear weeds from their gardens and chemical 
fertilisers, technologies that very few natives had adopted. Based on the practices 
of both native and migrant older women, while agriculture is viewed as a 
development strategy aimed at alleviating poverty in sub-Saharan Africa, it 
necessitates huge investment in terms of agricultural inputs, e.g., pesticides due 
to deteriorating agro-ecological conditions (Bates & Block, 2009; Collier & 
Dercon, 2014). Native and migrant older women expressed contrasting views 
regarding the use of pesticides. While on the one hand, some native older women 
acknowledged their benefits, on the other they were more concerned about their 
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effects on their health. Migrant older women considered affordability in terms of 
cost and how it would impact the quality of their yields: 
 
“Now, everything you farm needs pesticides, and back then we used to farm, 
and you would just weed normally. But now everything is about pesticides, 
this has also caused changes in farming.  Alright, the benefit is that the pests 
die, even the food yields, but we don’t know the future of our health, because 
now, do you see my tomatoes over there? (points towards small cherry-like 
tomatoes). Those are our native tomatoes, those never required pesticides. In 
fact, I don’t use pesticides on them, and they ripen so well. I don’t know 
whether this pesticide harms us internally, because nowadays even the 
diseases are many among the people”. (Vero – 72 years old) 
 
 
“When you plant maize, it needs to be sprayed. When you plant potatoes, it 
needs pesticides. When you plant groundnuts, it needs pesticides. Banana 
plantations need pesticides. Today, if you don’t spray, you don’t get good 
yields. You realise that it has caused a problem for us in terms of incomes 
because everything depends on pesticides whereas they are not free”. 
 (Potila – 60 years old) 
 
Clearly, the two cases show tension in the values associated with capitalist modes 
of production in terms of technology. Beyond that, however, they show that 
agricultural development is not entirely aimed at the well-being of the poor, i.e., 
those who cannot keep up with the dictates of modern agricultural technology and 
skills. In terms of belonging and attachment, it reveals the different relations to 
land. Natives, who use the term “native tomatoes” to question the need for 
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pesticides, expressed their concern regarding the effect that pesticides have on 
health. Conversely, my migrant older participants spoke in terms of productivity, 
efficiency, and the need for higher yields. The native older women’s cultural 
capital took the form of indigenous knowledge. Bourdieu and Wacquant (2000) 
argue that the latter has the potential to produce hierarchical structures, not only 
of an economic nature, but also of symbolic power. In effect, hierarchical 
structures create inequality, not because they lack usefulness but, as Huyer (2016) 
suggests, because women’s indigenous knowledge, farming technologies and 
weeding practices have been overlooked in the current policies on agricultural 
transformation. 
 
Carrol Estes (2018) claims that the personal is political; that is, that older 
women’s disruptive experiences associated with access to material resources for 
agricultural production are not independent of the political structures of  society. 
This is clearly expounded in Estes et al. (2008) work titled Political Economy of 
Ageing wherein they argue that the potential for older people to attain power is 
constrained by the powerful who construct and interpret their realities according 
to the “dominant socio-economic intellectual fashions of the day” (p.152). 
 
Within the context of this thesis, the trend of the day is the transformation of the 
agricultural economy promoted by the Green Revolution agenda for the global 
south (Conway, 2019) (see Chapter 2). However, as Conway maintains, while the 
initiative has been associated with improved agricultural technologies, e.g., seeds 
and pesticides, it has the potential to create inequalities in rural livelihood 
outcomes, particularly among women like the two participants interviewed 
earlier. Many either cannot afford the cost of inputs or lack the skills of 
application. Most importantly, the Green Revolution has contributed to inequality 
everywhere it has been implemented (Scott, 2008). One native participant said 
that although it was pushing them into unknown territory, their only option was 
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to comply: “On our plot of land we use pesticides; but, some of us who didn’t go 
to school don’t know what the intention is! We no longer want to use our hands 
on the weeds: it’s agro-pesticides used to clear the weeds”.  
 
The participant cited a number of systemic challenges; e.g., regulation, pesticides 
labelling, and the impact of globalization on older women’s health. Agricultural 
inputs are not designed to consider the final user who, in most cases, is the 
illiterate poor woman living in a rural village. As Anakwue (2019) maintains, in 
sub-Saharan Africa, ignorance, the indiscriminate use of agricultural pesticides, 
and inadequate legislation expose farmers to a high risk of contracting pesticide-
induced cardiotoxicity. 
 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (2000) maintain that for decades past, research into 
migration has problematized movement across borders, in the process associating 
migrants with ‘lack, deficiency and low class’. They further argue that this 
presumption prohibits any understanding of the power of cultural capital, i.e., that 
it is not necessarily the cultural resources that migrants bring with them. In the 
context of this study, older women possessed what Bourdieu (1986) terms 
‘embodied cultural capital’ (labour and knowledge of modern farming 
techniques) and financial resources, particularly women from Rwanda. It is this 
form of capital that has enabled them over time to introduce the system of 
agricultural capitalism they learned in their home country into their new rural 
environment. In essence, it is the same capital that created social disruption within 
the community. 
 
Women accessed land through a one-season contract whereby the quality of the 
yield would determine renewal of the lease. In order to boost their yields, some 
women relied on the use of agro-pesticides and fertilisers. However, not all of 
them could afford to pay for these inputs, even if they knew how to apply them 
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appropriately. These contracts created inequalities in the quality of produce and 
incomes; most importantly, however, soil fertility deteriorated. This 
deterioration prompted native landowners to stop leasing land to migrants, a 
reaction that caused social conflict among those accessing land. One migrant 
woman recalled:  
 
“When planting, beans or maize, pesticides are used. Food has become scarce 
because we did not rely on agro-pesticides. If you complain that your beans 
are wilting, you are told to use pesticides. Nowadays, crops depend on them. 
But you realise that the soil can no longer yield anything. Its fertility has been 
destroyed by these pesticides; and this has harmed the area”. (Potila – 60 
years old) 
 
Despite the situation, most migrant women reported being engaged in ‘seasonal 
cash cropping’. Specific crops with high market demand are grown during a 
particular period of the year. During my research visit, the dominant crop was 
corn. The fertile soil, and the vast swathe of unused land in the village in which 
they had settled, proved a compelling incentive to undertake agricultural and 
labour migration. The latter has become easier subsequent to the introduction of 
the East African Common Market Protocol that allows free movement of people 
and capital across the region (Basnett, 2013).  While the land was fertile, the 
natives only used it for subsistence farming. They lacked the economic capital 
that the migrant older women possessed.  
 
Engagement in seasonal farming happened at different levels, the purpose being 
to accumulate sufficient economic capital. Women reported working in different 
roles; e.g., as casual farm labourers. While a few worked individually, for many 
it was group work undertaken once a week. Others leased land by the acre on a 
seasonal basis. A few had to undertake three roles (e.g., casual farm labourers, 
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group workers and independently cultivating hired land). Some older women 
would hire other women to dig their gardens and help out during harvesting time.  
 
Migrant older women’s labour risked exploitation similar to the way in which it 
was exploited in the traditional domestic sphere. Men controlled both the land 
and the women’s labour. Because the migrant women had no land, they were 
compelled to sell their labour under less than favourable terms to powerful 
landlords, most of whom were men. Dannefer (2003), who relates this to the 
cumulative disadvantages women experience during their life-courses, claims 
that it is not a product of older women’s individual actions but rather of the power 
of structural processes and realities within which their agency is constrained 
(p.328). Throughout their lives, women, irrespective of their countries of origin, 
have been denied property land rights due to the implementation of gender-biased 
policies that limit their access to material resources (Lawry et al., 2017) and, by 
extension, their participation in  economic production spheres. 
 
Seasonal farming was not undertaken entirely by choice. It was a survival 
mechanism. As one migrant said: “If you fail to dig for any season…don’t bother, 
nothing will save you”. Because migrant older farmers lacked both choice and 
autonomy, they could not choose the types of crops they planted. In effect, market 
forces dictated their agricultural practices. Because they were more focused on 
producing for an ‘unstable’ market, and ignoring household food needs, they 
risked food and income insecurity. The market dictated the farmers’ dietary 
options. For example, when I undertook this study in 2017-19, there was high 
demand for corn. Every household I visited had at least one or two sacks of dried 
corn ready for sale at the market.  
 
Within the rural village context, the market was mainly informal. It was a 
mélange of door-to-door buyers, on-farm buyers and middlemen who owned 
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small community food warehouses. Within this informal market structure, 
migrant farmers were relatively powerless: they lacked control of the terms via 
which their produce was sold.  While the buyers’ ability to access farmers 
minimised migrants’ transport costs to points of sale, from my observation, in the 
process many women were ‘cheated’. This was particularly evident where the 
produce was measured using weighing scales. Sometimes, when the scales were 
either inaccurate or risked being read incorrectly, buyers estimated the weight in 
kilograms. This was consistent with Gudeman (1992) observation that rural 
markets tend to have a monopoly over traders that not only exposes small scale 
farmers to wealth drain, but adversely impacts their potential profits. This renders 
rural markets ‘predatory sites’ that undermine the aims of structural adjustments 
to agricultural practice by making poor older women even poorer. Therefore, if 
this is the sort of environment in which the notion of extending working life 
thrives, I will suggest that it is more an extending of disadvantage and 
exploitation, rendering notions of successful and active ageing fallacious. 
 
Seasonal farming was used both as a strategy and an opportunity to use farming 
knowledge, provide labour and produce commodities which could all be 
transformed into financial resources and used to access land. Jane, a migrant from 
the Congo and a first-time farmer on a leased piece of land, spoke of a ‘lack of 
livelihood if one had no money to hire land’. Land was owned either by urban 
elites or by a few natives who had partitioned it into small plots and leased them 
out under unregulated market prices. One older woman, who worked as a casual 
farm labourer and could not afford to lease space said: “One must approach the 
landowner who may set the cost of an acre of land at Ugx150,000 - 160,000. It 
has no specific value… it’s according to the agreement reached. It’s the money 




Some migrants were disrupted by the alteration to their traditional process of 
accessing land which was based on mutual understanding, neighbourliness and 
fraternity. The process had become highly competitive and inaccessible for most 
older women, irrespective of whether they were natives or migrants. Their 
exclusion not only created social divisions; as well, it committed women to a 
cycle of poverty due to high production costs. Due to the unregulated land-food 
market, which was driven by decisions made by the powerful, they could no 
longer work to save for their old age. Within this scenario, migrant older women’s 
relationships to land became conflictual, economically exclusive, and socially 
isolating. 
 
Most of the women felt that the ‘goodness’ of the village lay in the market for 
their agricultural produce. While the emphasis on food still reflected gender roles, 
the biggest difference was that the migrants’ focus was upon transforming this 
dimension of food production from subsistence into a market-oriented dimension. 
However, this was not the case with many of the native older women. Whereas 
the migrants’ economic capital gave them direct access to the markets, the 
natives’ cultural capital was not easily convertible into economic capital. The 
migrant older women viewed food as a commodity and the market as an enabler 
of social relations, i.e., ‘relations of war’.  Bourdieu (2000) argues to the effect 
that the construction of social relations around the notion of the market could 
precipitate engagement in economic warfare wherein personal relationships are 
disrupted and sacrificed in favour of strangers. Migrant women created ‘warfare’ 
by defying tradition that viewed food as a gift, communally shared but not sold. 
This is what Gudeman (2008) alludes to as tension between mutuality and trade 
emanating from having an economy with both communal and commercial 
currencies which are controlled by oppositional powers, i.e., the community 





Image 3: Members of a migrant family making their way to their rented 
farmland, carrying a pesticide garden spray pump.  (Photo by author, 
September 2017) 
 
The actions of some women, who fulfilled their market ambitions by mobilising 
themselves into associations wherein they could access small loans for their farm 
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work, ‘killed’ community cohesion. However, not all women (both native and 
migrants) could afford to join. One migrant woman said: “I didn’t join because 
of my low income”. Another woman observed: “…[M]ost of them are crop 
farming associations and I no longer have the strength to dig”.  The fact that one 
could no longer provide labour meant limited access to the desired property. It 
risked slipping into a class of poverty. Estes (2008) argues that one’s location in 
the economic sphere is a determinant of social status. In the context of this study, 
the divergent interpretations of land and food, and how these were translated into 
women’s everyday life practices, created antagonistic situations wherein some 
migrant older women viewed themselves as ‘financially powerful’ and with more 
agency than the native older women. Not surprisingly, this culminated in some 
degree of tension between the women.  
 
Here it seems prudent to explore the genesis of the migrant older women’s 
practices. While all of the migrants reported coming from post-conflict countries, 
few mentioned conflict as their main reason for moving to rural Uganda. Rather, 
they cited ‘scarcity of farmland’. They did not view themselves as victims of war, 
but rather as ‘chasers of economic progress’ supported by the East African 
Common Market Protocol (2010). The latter encouraged the free movement of 
labour. The women spoke of the primary push factor as the diminishing level of 
survival of their families that largely depended on subsistence farming. They 
attributed it to population growth that induced land scarcity. This resulted in the 
commodification of their own family farmland, a common feature of 
neoliberalism under which the social is replaced by individual economic gains 
(Phillipson, 2003). 
 
One woman recalled: “We had remained with a small piece of land, and whenever 
we lacked food, we would take part of the land and sell it to get food”. One piece 
of evidence that is clear here is that whereas the literature argues that migration 
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is largely associated with individual satisfaction of needs (Boyd & Grieco, 2003), 
this research shows that women migrated in part to fulfill their socially-
constructed dual roles of providing food for their families (micro-level) and being 
labourers (macro-level). In this case, we can see women’s working environments 
changing from ‘domestic and local’ to ‘public and international’ spheres. This 
implies a shift in structures that exacerbate inequality and oppression from a 
‘male bread-winner’ perspective to global macro policies of structural adjustment 
in agriculture and labour movement.  
 
Some women felt that their relations to land in their respective countries of origin 
had been disrupted in the sense that it had created intergenerational competition 
for family-owned farmland. They said that having to share their land with their 
children made it difficult to make a ‘living’ in a shared space. When using the 
term ‘making a living’, we acknowledge that agriculture has become 
commodified, by extension precipitating the erosion of moral-based family 
values and the disruption of relations through migration. However, migrant 
women’s dislocation through movement is not simply a matter of ‘survival’ or 
‘scarcity of land’.  Rather, it is attributable to the unequal power relations and 
privilege that prevail when accessing and owning property, e.g., land, in a 
growing capitalist environment. The powerlessness of older women is not a 
product of ageing as a biological process. Rather, it is a physical reaction to the 
systems that frame this perception, and continuously exclude younger and older 
women from the spheres of significant economic production and access to 
material resources.  
 
Dannefer et al. (2017) argue that older women’s life chances over their life-
courses are products of elitist constructs entrenched in society’s socio-economic 
and cultural organization, by extension creating a nexus of cumulative 
disadvantage. The current situation could be considered a ‘wake-up call’ alerting 
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both current and future farming generations regarding the impact of capitalist 
agriculture on migrant older women’s location in the structures of production.  
However, when questioning the impact of capitalism, we must not forget that 
these women are working in an environment wherein the factors and spheres of 
production are predominantly male-dominated and controlled (Walker, 2018).  
 
Eisenstein (1977), who coined the term ‘capitalist patriarchy’, argues that we 
cannot claim to understand women’s oppression and class structure solely 
through the lenses of either capitalism or patriarchy. It is a product of intertwined 
forces of power structuring. In a similar vein, Walker (2018) claims that 
regardless of the forces of disadvantage, inequalities in life chances are avoidable 
through the very systems that created them. He further suggests that this must be 
through deliberate effort to include aspects of social justice in all systems that 
contribute to countries’ economic growth. However, what Walker does not 
clearly delineate is how these systems become reconciled without disruption, 







Image 4: Migrant older women during a community dialogue in one of the 
country’s Pentecostal churches (Photo by Author, July 2017) 
 
I deem it worth pointing out here that one of the explanatory factors for the social 
disruption experienced by older women in this study was that some of them had 
come from countries that had rapidly transited into functional capitalist 
economies. While traces of capitalism were slowly encroaching on Uganda’s 
rural villages, accompanied by evidence of land grabbing, the trend was quite 
different from that evident in the migrants’ country of origin. This variation was 
particularly felt by those older women who reportedly came from the Republic of 
Rwanda. In Rwanda, capitalist development had led to peasant migration due to 
agricultural transformation and modernization (Harrison, 2017; Takeuchi, 2019). 
This situation alienated the peasants because it entailed the acquisition of private 




Unfortunately, all of this disruptive development in Rwanda happened amidst a 
long history of scarcity of unused land (Harrison, 2017, p.883). This was one 
among the reasons that triggered the Rwanda Genocide in 1994 (André & 
Platteau, 1998) . The irony here is that the same resources that the migrants are 
in search of today caused bloodshed in the receiving community. I almost became 
a victim during my fieldwork when I was suspected of being a ‘government spy 
engaged in land grabbing’. Close examination of the migrants’ situation identifies 
them as the ‘disrupted disrupting the already disrupted’. Hence their conflictual 
relations to the land. 
 
This was not an isolated incident. It was an affirmation and a reaction to the 
rampant land grabbing practices by the political elite (Adong, Opio, & 
Mwesigwa, 2020; Maiyo & Evers, 2020). Land grabbing has been happening in 
the various parts of the country for several decades. And to rural residents, this is 
a reality of pressure on property rights emanating from neoliberal policies on rural 
development that have led to tension among native and migrant older women. 
Moreover, most of these women occupy land under the customary tenure system 
which does not provide them with a sense of land security (see detailed discussion 
in chapter 1). But with the transformation of agriculture, competitive market 
driven land acquisition, as well as land grabbing have emerged disadvantaging 
those under the customary tenure system (Mwanika, State, Atekyereza, & 
Österberg, 2020).  
 
Land grabbing in the context of Uganda can only be clearly understood by 
situating it in the country’s neoliberal reforms that have promoted private foreign 
investments. Carmody and Taylor (2016) argue that in Africa, the notion of land 
grabbing is a neoliberal agenda manifesting as ecological colonisation where 
transnational corporations accumulate natural resources such as land for purposes 
of enhanced agrarian production. Unarguably, these land grabbing deals are 
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supported by the state at the expense of the powerless small-scale farmers. The 
land deals are underpinned by the notion of accumulation of land by 
dispossession. But this is not only about land grabbing per se, it is the unearthing 
of the structural complexities in land administration processes such as titling and 
the persistent weak land tenure rights in Uganda. Of course, in this situation older 
women find themselves falling through the cracks of the land system.  
 
Simplistically, one can argue that this has led to the negative consequence of 
spatial disparities. But focusing on spatial disparities ignores the fact that these 
transnational land deals deny communities inclusive development due to power 
imbalances in acquiring land. For instance, Mayo and Ever (2020) observe that 
Uganda’s policy on agricultural development is driven by neoliberal ideologies 
of market-centric production. The outcome of this has been the dispossession of 
poor people mostly women engaged in subsistence farming in favour of Chinese 
investors who have acquired plenty of land.  
 
The argument I derive from this entire situation is that rural economic 
transformation, devoid of consideration for the moral and political values that fit 
older women’s realities, not only hinders their active and healthy ageing across 
transnational contexts; as well, it stultifies their human rights as ageing 
individuals. While I do not expect a perfect fit between moral-political values and 
the social order during a period of agricultural transformation, the process should 
be ‘humanised’ and gender sensitive. In other words, it should not deny older 







Disrupted ‘selves’ and the working environment 
 
When embarking upon what they assumed would be ‘journeys of economic 
hope’, some older peasant women from the East African region migrated to rural 
villages in Uganda. However, upon arrival, they were confronted by a range of 
problems that impeded their efforts to re-locate, attach, and develop a sense of 
belonging to their new rural environments. Yoanina, a migrant woman from 
Rwanda, who had lost her husband during the genocide and later migrated to 
Uganda in the hope of building a better agriculture-based life, recalled as follows: 
 
“When I came here, the people did not welcome me. [So], I decided to register 
with the area chairperson, and he got to know me. He said to me “settle down 
and start cultivating”. You must understand that the village is about the 
people (addressing me). It’s the people who help you settle in, guide you and 
provide you with where to stay and live. Enjoying life in the village is about 
enjoying with the people within the village. It is about the people in that 
village and not the village, because the people are the village” (Yoanina – 
62 years old).  
 
Yoanina’s comments not only showed the extent of the social volatility associated 
with labour movement. As well, they clearly reflected Gudeman’s (2008), notion 
of mutuality through community relations being a means to an end. Gudeman 
argues that “in an environment of scarce resources, social relations are 
deliberately constructed for purposes of survival” (pp.96-102). This is what 
Yoanina meant when she said: “It’s ‘people who guide you, help you settle”. In 
the absence of this mutuality, migrants felt exposed to a level of risk and structural 
uncertainty in their new environments. This reinforces the argument that 




Yoanina’s account of her experiences, in addition to highlighting the reality of 
her struggle to belong and attach, showcased the dilemma associated with 
navigating a prescribed working environment in later life. This prompts me to 
question the extent to which the notion of ‘self-determination’ is supported in 
matters that affect the well-being of older women living and functioning in a 
changing rural economy. Examination of Yoanina’s case, particularly where she 
spoke of being told by the “powerful of the day” – in this case, the local leaders - 
to “settle down and start cultivating”, reveals that her experience fits neatly with 
the neoliberal principle that Phillipson (2019) terms “extending working lives”. 
However, I will suggest that this principle is based on unrealistic assumptions of 
older people having access to much-needed material resources and enjoying good 
health, factors that support the extension of their working lives.  
 
Interestingly, the proponents of the European Women’s Lobby (TEWL) claim 
that it has a relationship with active ageing. I argue that it is this assumption that 
makes it problematic. In her work titled Beyond successful and active ageing, 
Timonen (2016) consistently argues that the notion of ‘active ageing’ is a social 
construct aimed at modelling ageing particularly for those who are already 
believed to be ageing well. It is one of those ageing policy aspirations that is not 
only insensitive to diversity in ageing based on gender and social class but denies 
agency in later life.  
 
Furthermore, Timonen suggests that governments are turning older people into 
resources by having them work longer, a way of making them responsible for 
their welfare needs in later life. She further argues that successful and active 
ageing should be constructed around policies that integrate aspects of optimism 
and community involvement, policies that are clearly lacking given Yoanina’s 
experience. One can thus argue that the notions of ‘active ageing’ and ‘extending 
working lives’ are very much western-centric notions. While they may work for 
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older people who have pursued formal professions and continue to work, it does 
not work for older women who have toiled as manual labourers all of their lives.  
 
Unfortunately, the Uganda’ National Policy for the Older Persons (2009) draws 
on neoliberal international policies, for example the “Madrid International Plan 
of Action on Ageing’ (2002) which promotes active ageing through employment 
and engagement in productive activities with no consideration of the 
heterogeneity of their life experiences. In addition, most of the developing 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa ratified the WHO Active Ageing Policy 
Framework (2002), that  advocates  older people’s continuous active participation 
in n their communities as a way of addressing their needs, and as a marker of 
independence in later life (p.12).  
 
What the proponents of European Women’s Lobby exclude from their narratives 
is that the prescribed working environment hinders the practicality of self-
determination which is a fundamental aspect when promoting active ageing and 
well-being in old age. This is particularly so among the most marginalised ageing 
individuals whose lived experiences should inform active ageing interventions. 
In the absence of self-determination, realisation of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals 1, 3 & 5 by 2030, which call for the eradication of extreme 
poverty, all prospects of ensuring healthy lives, promoting the well-being for 
people of all ages, and achieving gender equality and empowerment (UN DESA, 
2019) become bleaker.  
  
Following migration, women like Yoanina are trapped in spaces of disadvantage 
and uncertainty. This is neither attributable to their new rural environments nor 
old age, but rather to their inability to fit within the dictates of a neoliberal 
political economy which is not aligned with older and migrant women’s need for 
‘home’, ‘identity’, ‘esteem’ and ‘survival’, forms of security that women struggle 
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to reconstruct.  Older women spoke of migration as a disruptive event that made 
some of them feel ‘discriminated’ against by natives (as Uliya said when asked 
about her relationship with the natives). Without hesitation she replied: “I mind 
my business and they mind theirs. If one does not house you, why should you be 
bothered?”  
 
Uliya spoke of her struggle to ‘attach’, her frustration due to unmet needs, 
feelings of rejection, dislocation and increased risk of vulnerability. Yoanina said: 
“The village is about the people and the people are the village” (social capital). 
The people are a “means-to-an-end”, a term Gudeman (2008, p.76) utilises to 
delineate the various trajectories one may have to traverse in order to access 
material resources. Uliya also suggested that even in old age, relationships are 
constructed around material resources. This clearly shows a distortion of the 
social order within the context of rural villages in Uganda. A consequence of this 
has been the creation of an environment of difference and precarity. Recalling the 
past, Mukazii said:  “When I had just left Rwanda, one could go to a resident here 
and request “that please allow me live in your small house for a short while until 
I gather my wood to construct my own house” and they would give it to you. But 
now, he or she will have to hire it to you instead”. 
 
Apropos of this changing situation, one should not necessarily apportion blame 
to either the migrants or the natives. Focus should be upon the ways in which 
capitalism intersects with gender, class and migration to produce environments 
of inequality and poverty. Obviously, with time this, risks increasing the 
population of vulnerable older women in rural villages. Regarding vulnerability, 
I noted that although most of the women had been members of ‘extended 
families’, in the main they had travelled either as a ‘nuclear’ family or alone. In 
effect, they left behind not only their informal support systems, but also their 
identities. Hall (2001) argues that culture is deeply rooted in a people because it 
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forms part of their identity, a sense of belonging. Earlier, Hall (1989) claimed that 
issues of belonging and identity were issues of power embedded in the politics of 
position. He further suggested that “identities are the names we give the different 
ways we are positioned by and position ourselves within” (p.706). Some women, 
who migrated alone, felt a sense of dislocation, of fragmented lives. Mukand, a 
migrant from the Congo said: “Some people come with their relatives, but for me, 
I don’t have any people from my place, no sister of mine followed me here, no 
father, no grandparent of mine.  I’m here with my God…. alone”. 
 
Mukand was not simply talking about social disconnectedness from family. As 
well, she was alluding to a denied opportunity to access social capital that could 
easily be transformed into labour (Bourdieu, 1986). Within the African rural 
village context, living with one’s extended family meant having a pool of labour, 
i.e., people who would work collaboratively for the good of the family.  The goal 
was to access material resources, for example land, that would shape the woman’s 
working environment (echoes of ‘all we know is the hoe’).   
 
Timonen (2016) critically challenges active ageing policies that advocate longer 
working life in old age without a deeper understanding of the different social 
contexts.  For Mukand, Uliya and Yoanina, that will either enable them to adhere 
to the set targets or fall short of the prescribed model.  For example, Mukand’s 
relatives were important to her. They had shaped her economic behavior and 
practices, and, without them, she risked sinking into abject poverty. She could 
experience loss of identity, a distorted sense of belonging, and a continuous 
struggle to  [re]construct the self. McDowell (2018b) argues that places are 
products of power relations and, as such, they determine who belongs and who 
will be excluded. Rural villages are currently experiencing vast socio-economic 
transformation, particularly in the sphere of agriculture. Farmers employ a 
significant number of migrant and native older women, many of whom are 
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squatting on the land they occupy and facing eviction. As well as exacerbating 
the unequal power relations that obtain between natives and migrants, change has 
also created inequality, not only within them but between them as well. As a 
result, the levels of precarity and dislocation among the village newcomers have 
shown marked increase.  
 
As I stated at the beginning of this chapter, all migrant older women came from 
post-conflict countries. Some women spoke of how conflict had disrupted and 
ruptured their lives. As a result of the regional wars that occurred in the 1980s 
through 2000, some of the women lost not only their husbands, but their 
properties as well. However, most importantly, they lost a sense of ‘home’ and 
‘self’. They lost the spaces to which they belonged, and the tangible and 
intangible meanings that came with them. One older woman, who lived in an 
empty mud and wattle house brightened only by her wedding photos hanging on 
the wall, recalled: “The place I came from is where all my property was…. [she 
sobbed audibly]. I gave up everything”. Here, “gave up everything” suggested 
being stripped of ‘self’; that is, loss of the ‘old self’ post-migration. 
Understandably, these feelings of dislocation and frustration were affecting some 
women’s psychological well-being. 
 
The extant literature shows the relationship between home and identity, and how  
usage of the term ‘home’ evokes feelings of safety, memories, comfort, and of a 
wide range of relationships (Downey, Threlkeld, & Warburton, 2017; Kinefuchi, 
2010; McDowell, 2018a). That notwithstanding, how one reconstructs these 
feelings and images in later life in a new environment defined by wide-ranging 
capitalist driven changes is difficult to determine. As one woman recalled: “I used 
to sleep in a comfortable place before the war. Now I sleep there... [pointing to 
the bare ground]. Ticks, jiggers, all suck me”. This woman raised two important 
welfare concerns, i.e., health and housing. They are inter-related in the sense that 
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in the absence of one, the other is equally affected. Most important, however, is 
the fact that in an environment of structural adjustment, wherein well-being is 
determined by one’s ability to participate in the labour force, older women 
experiencing ill-health are prone to experiencing extreme poverty. However, the 
likelihood of this occurring is not given much attention in terms of social 
determinants of an extended working life in Uganda’s ageing policy wherein 
migrant older women are not included in the special population category. As 
Timonen (2016, p.58) states: “If active ageing is constructed around notions of 
employment and remaining productive, then deliberate efforts should be geared 
towards addressing inequalities across the life course”. The aforementioned 
woman could not optimize her functional abilities. This was not a consequence 
of her old age, but rather because structural disadvantage, compounded by her 
being both a victim of war and of involuntary migration, and by being a woman 
of low socio-economic positioning in a capitalist society, had eroded her 
collective values.  
 
When trying to understand how migration has disrupted the lives, sense of 
belonging, home and identity of older migrant women, one must not ignore their 
social positioning and access to land. While the latter was one of their main 
reasons for migration, both contributed to the construction of attachment to place, 
identity and belonging. However, inhibited by limited articulation of this 
understanding, older women are exposed to precarious and unfriendly new ageing 
environments. For this reason, any approach to active ageing and extended 
working lives needs to consider a policy approach that is both intersectional and 






Disrupted social environment  
 
During my research, I became aware of the difficulties that some of the older 
women were facing; for example, problems encountered after moving from a 
country with existing welfare strategies for rural-dwelling older widows to 
Uganda where such support is almost non-existent. While the literature on 
welfare support shows that in most cases migrants will move to countries with 
well-developed welfare systems (Serra Mingot & Mazzucato, 2019), this is not 
always the case. Arguably, this may be more applicable to those ‘voluntarily’ 
moving from one industrialised country to another. However, migrants are not an 
homogeneous group. They do not collectively choose to settle in areas where 
social protection programs are accessible. Consideration has to be given to the 
possibility that they may not all be eligible.  
 
The situation differs, however, especially when the migrants are female, rural-
based subsistence farmers from post-conflict countries, who are ‘involuntarily’ 
moving to what I will term based on their stories their ‘next near-fit’ for survival. 
Many find themselves trapped in systems due to a lack of choice attributable to 
aspects of socio-cultural positioning and economic powerlessness over their life-
courses. This was the case with many of the migrant participants in this study. 
Grenier and Phillipson (2018), following Graeber, refer to this form of 
powerlessness as precarity, a state of uncertainty and insecurity peculiar to older 
people, particularly in an era of globalization and migration characterized by 
socio-economic change amidst declining social protection. 
 
Mukand, an older woman participant from a rural village in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, expressed her frustration over her unmet housing needs as a 
‘widow’, an identity/label she unquestioningly embraced. In a male-dominated 
and designed social world, the nomenclature ‘widow’ continues to be used by 
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policy makers as an indicator of dependence in later life. However, disadvantage 
associated with widowhood is simply a reflection of the cumulative effects of 
oppression and marginalisation on one’s life, entrenched in the socio-economic 
and political fabric of society. 
 
Around the time I undertook this study, Mukand was 75 years of age. She lived 
in a one-roomed mud and wattle house which she shared with her chickens and 
two grandchildren. When narrating her story, Mukand recalled that in her 
homeland – the Congo, her ageing mother had a house constructed for her 
following the death of her husband. This house was roofed with corrugated iron, 
making it a better dwelling than the house she was currently living in. Mukand 
said: “Widowhood was an eligibility criterion for elderly support in my 
community in [the] Congo’. However, this support was managed and 
implemented by village elders, not by the state. Here I will suggest that this is a 
form of devolution of the ageing policy through local leaders. While this support 
should not be undervalued, I viewed it as tokenistic, as promoting the notion of 
older women as dependent beings rescued by men without consideration of the 
structural inequalities that determined the women’s life courses. From my 
observation, Mukand was in a precarious situation, on the verge of becoming 
homeless. Unfortunately, it is women like Mukand who have become the 
invisible but necessary targets of state agendas (see Fernandes (2018), 
particularly in agricultural development policies promoted in rural villages. These 
policies are shaped according to a neoliberal agenda that limits social support for 
the already economically disadvantaged (Phillipson, 2003). The expectation of 
employment in agricultural production is a compensatory measure.  
 
It is imperative to understand that in the process of transnational involuntary 
female migration, older women’s daily lives are disrupted due either to 
differences in the support systems between their countries of origin and their host 
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communities or the lack of said systems. Grenier and Phillipson (2018) note that 
lack of social support for the elderly creates issues of moral and ethical concern. 
The situation becomes particularly alarming for migrant women in rural villages 
due to altered social conditions post-migration. The real problem here is that the 
forces of a political economy in which capitalism has ‘engulfed’ every aspect of 
society including the government, are adopting a minimalist approach to welfare 
service provision (Estes, 2014). In such cases, the government chooses which 
basic services to provide while encouraging non-governmental organisations, 
e.g., the churches and/or civil society to take charge. But the challenge this poses 
in the context of rural villages is that private providers are still reluctant to 
develop rural-based and gender-sensitive welfare services due to an economically 
impoverished population that may not be able to afford services. This means that 
the government’s unfulfilled state responsibilities and roles are masked by the 
‘goodwill’ of the community. Here one can argue that community goodwill is 
framed within a neoliberal perspective whereby communities define who is 
deserving and who is not. This benefits the government which is seen to be doing 
something for the people through institutions e.g., churches, or politically elected 
leaders.  
 
In Chapter 6, I will explicate this further, i.e., how this has been implemented 
through the Pentecostal church. The challenge here is to identify the source of the 
false impression conveyed that communities have the power to meet the needs of 
their ageing populations, whereas in reality this support is sporadic. This leads to 
frustration, feelings of neglect and discrimination in circumstances wherein 
support is unavailable, particularly for migrants. Mukand thought that community 
support was available for some older people, but that her lack of the ‘right 
connections’ disadvantaged her. She said: “If you arrive in a place where there is 
no-one to help, you withstand. But, even if there is help, but with no one to 
recommend you…. still you withstand”. Here Mukand is implying that it is not a 
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matter of who you know, but rather a case of who is deserving and underserving. 
This edict, which has its genesis in neoliberal policies (Phillipson, 2003), is 
included in the government’s tools of eligibility which have exacerbated social 
inequalities and exclusion between natives and migrants.  
 
It is important here to note that Uganda is currently administering the Social 
Assistance Grants for Empowerment (SAGE) program (Kidd, 2017) (see Chapter 
2). This donor-funded program supports older people aged 65 years and over with 
a monthly stipend of Ugx25,000 (USD9). However, this amount of money can 
only buy approximately 4 kgs of rice and 1 kg of beans. This amount of food will 
last for approximately three days if a household has fewer than three people eating 
two meals a day. However, most of these older women are caring for two 
grandchildren.  In 2010, SAGE) was implemented in Uganda across a range of 
selected districts. While efforts to provide income support are welcomed, this 
assistance is not cognisant of the realities of older women, many of whom are 
assuming a tri-parenting role (mother, father and grandparenting) (see Chapter 4).  
 
From my personal observation, every older woman – irrespective of whether she 
is native or migrant - on average cared for two grandchildren. Providing income 
support of USD9 in a dysfunctional economy with a high cost of living is both 
tokenistic and degrading.  It devalues older women’s contribution to the 
economy; i.e., their provision of informal care and enablement of the 
government’s agricultural agenda. Aboderin and Hoffman (2017) observe, the 
biggest gap in sub-Saharan Africa’s social policy is the general lack of 
understanding of the extent of informal care and how it coincides with older 
women’s work. They argue that overlooking these issues is tantamount to 




In addition, the challenge posed by the SAGE program is its focus on ‘age’ as a 
risk factor to later life income insecurity. The program is based on an eligibility 
criterion that ignores ‘gendered cumulative disadvantage’ over the life course. 
There is no evidence to suggest that older women’s lived experiences inform the 
SAGE program and, it does not include migrants. It is designed around the 
‘default male’ argument that focus on women only will generate gender-based 
violence in homes. An evaluation report on the SAGE program found that 
violence ensued from disagreements between the women and any male in the 
household regarding how the money/cash transfer was spent (Merttens & Jones, 
2014). SAGE further ignores the changing gender roles in later life due to 
women’s increased labour participation (Arber, Davidson, & Ginn, 2003b), what 
I allude to as ‘labour exploitation’. For example, according to my research, many 
older women who were still living with their husbands had assumed the 
‘household headship’ role. Men played a symbolic role only due to loss of 
independence. I observed that a few of the women were providing informal care 
for elderly, frail, often bed-ridden husbands. They had to undertake casual farm 
work to support their families financially. One woman said: “I go looking for 
casual work on other people’s farms so that I can raise money to buy salt, soap 
and books for my grandchild”. For many widows, household headship became 
the default position. 
 
Mukand’s case revealed the complexities and disruption associated with 
transnational migration that reinforce the ‘precarious’ condition of older women 
in rural villages. The majority of migrant women were ‘squatting’ on the land 
they occupied and lived in temporary shelters. This exposed them to the risk of 
becoming homeless given the current spate of land grabbing and lack of social 




Disrupted bodies and HIV/AIDS 
 
In earlier sections, I have discussed the common factors that impinge on the lives 
of older migrant women. For women who are HIV positive, have AIDS, or are 
suspected of having been infected with HIV/AIDS, there are additional 
constraints that I will now address.  
 
HIV (Human Immuno-deficiency Virus) and AIDS (Acquired Immuno-
deficiency Syndrome) (UNAIDS, 2018) are acronyms for an epidemic that has 
‘ravaged’ the people of the African continent for decades. Women number highly 
among those affected (Scholten et al., 2011). Despite the long-standing history of 
HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa, the stigma associated with the condition 
remains high and can have grave consequences (Arrey, Bilsen, Lacor, & 
Deschepper, 2015). Those affected feel a sense of hopelessness and 
worthlessness. Goffman (2009) observes that stigma not only results in one being 
discredited and viewed as a failure, but also precipitates social reclassification. In 
the same vein, Whyte (1997) reminds us that this sort of pain and suffering can 
be clearly articulated by observing people in their local moral worlds – in this 
case referring to the environments in which the experiences of misfortune occur. 
Whyte asserts that the context of the local moral world gives a sense of what is at 
stake and the type of resources accessible by people experiencing suffering. 
Indeed, this is what the narratives of women who had been impacted upon by 
HIV/AIDS revealed.  
 
While exploration of aspects of HIV/AIDS was not initially intended to be part 
of the study, I reconsidered its inclusion after some women’s life histories 
‘cautiously’ touched upon the subject. I found that few of them felt comfortable 
talking about their HIV status, fearful of being judged and ostracised. For this 
reason, HIV/AIDS remains a hidden problem among migrant rural communities. 
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Apropos of those who spoke openly about their HIV sero-status and that of their 
partners, their narratives revealed the psycho-social disruption they have 
experienced. 
 
Of the three older women who spoke of their HIV/AIDS situations, two revealed 
that their husbands had died after contracting an HIV related illness. The death of 
the ‘breadwinner’or ‘master’ – terms of subordination that women used to refer 
to their deceased husbands, was unarguably a traumatic experience. A further 
source of disruption was the chaos associated with a threatened self, striving to 
cope without assurance of material support. This was not only due to the 
possibility of having contracted HIV/AIDS, but also to the mystery generated by 
the fact of being a migrant older woman with a chronic and highly infectious 
disease in a culturally unfamiliar rural village. The women reported that they had 
not been tested for HIV but suspected that they had contracted it from their 
husbands. Arrey et al. (2015) argue that migrants with chronic illnesses, 
HIV/AIDS for example, are confronted with the twin dilemma of having to 
reconstruct their identities as patients (following positive diagnosis) and having 
to integrate this reality into their daily lives.  
 
One woman (Julia) recalled her husband’s denial of his HIV status. Julia, who 
migrated from the Democratic Republic of Congo to Uganda in 2014, wept as she 
narrated her story in a tone tinged with despair. After a period of deep thought, 
she contextualised her experience of seeing her husband die in denial in four 
words… “It broke my heart”. Her response served as evidence of a ruptured 
family and a ‘broken’ source of support. Her husband’s denial showcased the 
paradox of being ‘self’, and how its trickle-down effect impacted Julia who did 
not know how to handle the situation. It was evidence of a dually ‘disrupted body’ 
suspected of having contracted HIV/AIDS and dealing with the challenge not 
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only of moving to a new environment, but to one wherein working conditions 
were poorly suited to those enduring ill health. 
 
While we associate denial with social stigma, in a male-dominated society like 
Uganda, men’s denial of HIV/AIDS reveals deeply-rooted cultural views about 
the relationship between illness (or disease) and masculinity (Baker & Farag, 
2015). This denial has its genesis in a culture that promotes ‘manhood’ through 
notions that discourage men from disclosing having an illness, as this is viewed 
as a sign of weakness. Furthermore, it is assumed that disclosure may negatively 
impact a man, diminishing his sense of responsibility as household head. This 
exposes dimensions of power and domination that migrants are likely to emulate 
in order to ‘fit in’. I found that this became clear when Julia mentioned 
recognising the ‘symptoms of my husband’s disease’ and (unsuccessfully) 
encouraging him to commence antiretroviral therapy. She recalled: “He kept his 
HIV status a secret. I was devasted”. While the cultural argument may have some 
validity, a range of tactics were employed to avoid the risk of social exclusion. 
 
In Julia’s case, contracting HIV/AIDS occasioned a level of distress that not only 
psychologically compelled her to ‘listen’ to her ‘disrupted body’ for any 
symptoms throughout her life, but it raises anxiety due to the level of uncertainty 
surrounding the accessibility of services.  Julia recalls an attempt to seek care: 
 
 “I had my young sister who encouraged me and insisted that I should get 
tested… So, I decided to go.  When I got there (the health facility), I was 
asked why I wanted to test. I told the doctors that my husband was not well, 





Julia’s experience clearly affirms the notion of a disrupted body. They ranged 
from dealing with the husband’s denial, structural barriers to care, suspicion of 
having contracted HIV, and the troubles she encountered when settling in as a 
migrant labourer. But, most importantly, Julia, along with the two migrant older 
women, risked being ‘othered’ upon disclosure of their HIV status. This was 
particularly so in the case of the natives due to their widely-held view that 
migrants were carriers of diseases, HIV/AIDS being among them (Crush, 
Williams, & Peberdy, 2005; Lurie, 2006). This interpretation is common in most 
parts of Africa, especially in the rural villages wherein HIV positive women are 
associated with promiscuity (Greeff et al., 2008). While this may seem as a 
disruption of migrants, Brummer (2002) argues that labour migration has played 
a fundamental role in spreading HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa. According to 
Brummer, the explanatory approach to this situation is based upon migrant 
women’s vulnerabilities. Lack of material wealth exposes them to sexual 
predators, and to the cultural practice of polygamy. What this means is that native 
older women’s lives are threatened by the vulnerabilities that shape migrants’ 
sexual behaviour. 
 
In Uganda today, the narrative surrounding older people and HIV/AIDS has 
mainly focused on care dimensions (Ssengonzi, 2007, 2009). Looking at older 
women’s role in taking care of HIV/AIDS orphans, particularly native older 
women, Ssengonzi argues that the engagement of older women in caring for 
children infected with and affected by HIV/AIDS has had socio-economic and 
emotional costs.  While this is an important dimension of understanding older 
women’s health as associated with caring for children with chronic diseases, 
aspects of how their identities are transformed, and how this entire situation 
unfolds in the case of migrants, remain under-explored. Although this research 
has contributed to opening up an important discussion surrounding older migrant 
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women, HIV/AIDS and identity, I must acknowledge here that it does not provide 




In sum, this chapter highlights the following key messages: 
In this research, disruption associated with transnational ageing was not assessed. 
But with the enormous number of women migrating and ageing across the globe, 
this presents itself as an area for future ethnographic research 
   
Despite being considered a formidable workforce in the capitalist agricultural 
sector, migrant older women have been overlooked in the country’s ageing 
policy. Older women have not been supported in terms of skills development, and 
the material resources critical to their survival in a capitalist state of agriculture. 
Hence the increasing vulnerabilities and inequalities among native and migrant 
older women.  
 
Developing policies that aim to extend older women’s working lives, and to 
promote active and healthy ageing without articulation of their experiences of 
disadvantage over their life courses, fundamentally exposes older women to 
exploitation, poor health, and poor ageing outcomes. The benefits of rural 
agricultural transformation should ultimately benefit older women who have 
spent all of their productive years working in a subsistence sector that has 
contributed immensely to the country’s economy. 
 
In order to observe migrants’ social rights, there is a need to look at migrants as 
the embodiment of socio-economic and political structures (of sending and 
receiving countries). These structures provide a basis for understanding the 
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systemic contradictions underpinning the social and protection programs, and 

















Chapter 6: Connectedness and disconnectedness of migrant and native 
older women 
 
‘Economic development occurs when combinations are freshly woven or 




The previous two chapters have looked at how both native and migrant older 
women have been disrupted and dislocated due to migration and structural 
adjustment within the agricultural sector. In this chapter, focus is upon how older 
women have mobilised social resources in order to engage with the new economy 
and protect themselves from the social change in its wake. Here I argue that even 
though the new market-centric rural economy facilitates increased individualism, 
older women have found ways to combine forces and work together not only to 
build alliances, but also their resilience to probable shocks. This has been done a) 
through establishing women-led community associations, and b) through the 
Pentecostal church. The women’s life histories revealed that many among them 
experienced heterogenous forms of social disruption. Implicit in these 
‘disturbances’ lay the forces that have created opportunities as well as constraints 
and [dis]connectedness. 
 
Apropos of connectedness and disconnectedness, exploration of both contributes 
to our general understanding of older women’s well-being. Some participants 
claimed that these processes were central to the ways in which they experienced 
and developed their senses of ‘belonging’, ‘purposefulness’, ‘identity’ and ‘social 
positioning’. However, on the other hand, the circumstances that determined 
one’s connectedness or disconnectedness were shaped by social class and the 
inequalities that obtained between the natives and the migrants and within groups. 
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This chapter demonstrates that [dis]connectedness was a product of relations 
created out of a combination of shared community practices and exchange of 
material resources, e.g., land, food and money. The fact that these resources are 
not only possessed and sought by one group of women but by both groups has 
implications for their social positioning within the context of the rural economy. 
The extent of connectedness was not primarily based on how old one was, but 
rather on what one had in terms of material and non-material wealth that other 
women and the broader community could draw on to support meaningful rural 
village lifestyles. In effect, it was the material foundation of power which 
determined how one was viewed and valued in this community.  
 
Here, for the purposes of discussing [dis]connectedness, I draw upon Gudeman’s 
conceptualisation of economic development as being a product of oppositional 
forces of mutuality and trade, e.g., the market. Gudeman (2008, p.14) argues that 
an economy is built around the tension between mutuality - which entails social 
relations constructed around a shared base and reciprocity - and the desire to 
engage in trade or capitalist activities wherein money becomes an important 
medium of exchange. However, because there are heterogeneous values and 
identities associated with both the mutual and market milieus, conflict, tension, 
connectedness and disconnectedness result.  Within the context of this thesis, the 
above environment heavily impacts the lives of older women. Gudeman 
summarises this situation as “economic development occurring when 
combinations are freshly woven or existing ones are substantially altered” (2008, 
p.240). In the next section of this chapter, the findings regarding how community 





[Dis]connectedness through Community Associations 
 
Within the confines of a shared village base, migrant and native older women 
aimed to overcome and resist the influences of capitalist agriculture through the 
establishment of different community associations. Gudeman (2008) claims that 
in situations where the poor may become marginalised by mainstream capitalism, 
alternative approaches, e.g., the associations of which the women spoke, become 
fundamental to the organising of social relationships, production and 
consumption (p.28). This argument is well-supported by Ardener and Burman 
(1995) in their article ‘Money Go Rounds: The importance of Rotating Savings 
and Credit Associations for Women’ who observed that communities  - whether 
poor or affluent, find creative means to respond to their felt needs. And this is 
done through community association which are founded on complex and moral 
grounds dictated by the members. What this partly means is that the associations 
are people-centred, and as such they form the rules, adapt and live by the rules. 
 
In this study, women spoke of three major associations: 1) Munno-Mukabi, 2) the 
“Big-Day’ Rice Association, and 3) Women in Development Savings and Credit 
Association. These associations were not only driven by their willingness to 
belong and relate, but most importantly by their will and ability to invest capital 
in all its forms.  
 
The women’s stories, along with my field observation, showed that the formation 
and maintaining of the community associations were dependent upon how the 
most valuable rural resources, in this case labour, time and land, were accessed, 
exploited and converted into economic and, with time, social capital. It was one 
way in which women showed their power and agency in the emerging cash-
cropping economy which sustained the community. The above-mentioned 
community associations were representative of what Chris Phillipson (1982) 
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viewed as the social relations built around the notion of wealth accumulation. In 
his work titled Capitalism and the Construction of Old Age, Phillipson claims 
that in capitalist societies – into which Uganda’s rural villages are transforming, 
people are mostly valued from an economic perspective. This gives rise to what 
Gudeman (2008, p.14) alludes to as tension between the community and the 
market which can be both inclusive and exclusionary. In effect, these women’s 
associations are epitomising the dialectical relationship between the market and 
the community. Whereas on one level they protect the women from the ravages 
of capitalism, on the other they provide a structure in which market participation 
becomes both possible and or safer for them. Based on this understanding, the 
last section of this chapter utilises a network analysis to enable the visualisation 
of the extent to which women were isolated, risked isolation, or became 
compulsorily attached to well-established networks due to  alteration of the 
mutual and economic milieus of the rural villages. This is all crucial to advancing 
a meaningful policy narrative on the determinants of well-being in later life 
within a rural context.  
 
The Munno - Mukabi Association 
 
The nomenclature Munno-Mukabi (MM) literally translates as ‘a friend in need’. 
It is derived from the English proverb “A friend in need, is a friend indeed” 
(Ennius, n.d). The participants described MM as one of the oldest associations in 
the community and popular among migrant women.  
 
One of its founding members was a migrant woman from Rwanda, who had lost 
her husband to an undiagnosed illness a few years after their arrival in the village. 
As she recalled, they had no ‘immediate’ neighbours because they were 
surrounded by forest. Although when relating her life story she made no 
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connections between the formation of the association and her loss, I recall that  
when I was interviewing her, she suddenly burst into tears and said : “Down there 
is my husband’s graveyard (pointing towards the backyard of her house). When 
he passed away, I became an ‘orphan’ as did my children. My husband loved 
me”.  
 
At the time she told me her story, all four of her children had died. She lived with 
one grandchild: she did not have any other relatives. She has no plan to return to 
Rwanda. Her reference to herself as an ‘orphan’ rather than as a widow – as most 
African women in her circumstances would - was indicative of her helplessness, 
vulnerability, lost identity, psychological distress, and the prolonged grief that 
many migrants experience. While Rando (1984) and Stierl (2016) suggest that a 
period of grief provides an opportunity to “let go”, to “move on”, this may not 
prove an appropriate solution for migrants who risk losing their sources of 
financial and social support in new environments wherein they lack well-
established networks. What is evident here is a situation in which the grief 
associated with losing a life partner is compounded by the very material 
consequences of losing one’s husband. In this case, the migrant participant’s 
experience clearly reflected what I will term ‘precarious moments within 
precarious spaces’, a call for Munno-Mukabi, i.e., “a friend in need”, particularly 
for those who have limited or no social networks.  
 
In fact, Mersland and Eggen (2007) reminds us that social mobilization – in this 
case through Munno-Mukabi, is not only a tool for poverty alleviation but rather 
an avenue for financial/material mobilization, and  in the absence of the other, 
precarity prevails – a situation evident in the Rwandan migrant older woman’s 
story. According to most of the older women, one of the main reasons 
underpinning the formation of Munno-Mukabi was mutual aid in all its forms. 
The organisation proved invaluable when women lost their loved ones. Women 
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felt that there was need to create supportive agencies that could mitigate the 
emotional cost that comes with bereavement and the subsequent period of grief. 
One woman said that it was all about “being there for members when they lose 
their loved ones”. Others spoke of “giving a friend a decent funeral and burial”. 
Membership of MM was, in effect, legitimate social capital that members 
converted into insurance against life’s emotional shocks, e.g., death. 
 
In analyzing this in the context of the rural economy, it becomes obvious to me 
that organisations such as MM are important links in the economy that hold 
societies together, in line with what Gudeman (2009)  terms “mutuality” or 
“community”. Within these mutual environs, people tend to have shared values, 
practices and cultural norms, all of which constitute parts of a shared base around 
which meaningful social relationships are constructed. These relationships 
become the means through which the demands and values associated with a 
market-centric economy are accomplished. Gudeman further argues that in a 
capital context, neither a mutual milieu nor a market economy can survive in the 
absence of the other. Through MM, older women were not only observing the 
rituals and values associated with death, but also meeting their social obligations. 
Gudeman claims that any form of economic development that ignores the cultural 
and social obligations of communities creates its own production constraints. This 
is what Shipton (2010) calls a culture of fiduciary where exchange is not only 
about material things but involves cultural obligations built around a sense of trust 
throughout one’s life course. For the older women, the social bonds they 
established through their membership of MM proved a practical way of 
confronting the ‘enemy’ that diminishes scarce household resources at a time of 
death by sharing  the ‘profits’ that accrue from being part of the community. As 





Some women spoke of how the association provided funeral assistance. Members 
could “buy a coffin” and “cook food for the mourners”. Here, mutuality takes the 
forms of exchange and reciprocity as opposed to producing for oneself 
(Gudeman, 2008, p.27). Gudeman suggests that in a capitalist environment, the 
market gradually ‘eats up’ the communal sphere, but the Association creates 
different forms of exchange agreed upon by members. Such associations are 
designed not (or not only) out of self-interest, but rather out of a desire for social 
connectedness. These events were not solely associated with death. In this village, 
they were cultural norms, practices and rituals associated with mourning a loved 
one that reinforce women’s sense of shared cultural identity, belonging and 
survival with acts of mutuality. Most importantly, this understanding creates an 
avenue for rural development framers of policies that encourage older women to 
understand the need to consider the community from a broader perspective 
beyond cohesion. The community forms the basic infrastructure within which 
social relations vital to the sustenance of the market economy are embedded.  
 
One woman said: “When tragedy befalls one of our members, we have to come 
together and communicate to others”. The notion of “coming together” 
demonstrates how the culture of collectiveness that prevails during periods of 
death and grief is a socially established standard within this community. It 
satisfies the needs not catered for by structures within a cash-cropping economy.  
This observation is well supported by Brinkmann (2018), who claims that social 
solidarity is a fundamental aspect of grief in any community. However, the 
grieving process is not only about reducing the anxiety associated with the loss 
of a loved one. As Gudeman (2008) suggests, it generates social bonding within 
which material life is embedded. Lofland (1982) claims that bonding takes the 
form of ‘threads of connectedness’, e.g., activities that people engage in as part 
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of a group process. The women did not think of these activities as intentional 
pathways to social bonding; rather, they viewed them as fulfilling group norms. 
In effect, they were practical ways of producing social capital. 
 
Most of the women spoke of fetching water and collecting firewood and cooking 
for the mourners, roles they performed willingly as a way of showing emotional 
support for the bereaved family. One participant referred to the association as the 
community ‘Collective Aid Bag’. However, because this ‘Aid’ was contributory, 
both in kind (food) and monetarily, it became exclusionary and problematic in 
many ways. Monetary contributions were made at the end of each month during 
the meeting. Each member paid US3 (Ugx 10,000). Food was mostly collected 
on the day of the funeral. Older women who could not conform to this mode of 
premium-based funeral arrangements were at risk of disconnection. This reflects 
what Chris Phillipson (1982) referred to as ‘capitalism crisis’, a phenomenon that 
occurs when the state fails to meet the needs of older people. Instead, it turns them 
into resources - ‘the collective Aid Bag’ - left to find solutions to their own 
welfare issues. Unfortunately, what is not taken into consideration here is the 
intersectionality of gender, class, age and migration that creates cumulative 
disadvantage over the life course. It limits women’s access to meaningful material 
resources that they can rely on in later life. Although MM offered security in 
situations of uncertainty, it became a source of inequality within and between 
migrant and native older women. The fact that women depended on their labour 
to meet their monthly premiums rendered their situation precarious. If they 
became physically unwell and had no money to rent a piece of land, they risked 
outright exclusion from membership. For some women, exclusion came in 
different forms.   
 
Potila, who was aged 60 years and was a native to the area, was struggling with 
‘isolation from within’ due to a promiscuous husband who had abandoned their 
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matrimonial home. She recalled with anger the way she was treated by the 
association members when she lost her daughter. “They refused to cook food for 
the mourners”. She cited one of the reasons as being that her deceased daughter 
had not been a resident of the village. Because she had been living in the city, she 
had not made any contribution to the association. “But she was my biological 
child”, Potila cried. She felt ‘undone’ (see Butler (2006), humiliated by the 
community she had always trusted and viewed as helpful when a family member 
died. This feeling of emotional dislocation attributable to the association’s ‘rules 
created a sense of social disconnectedness in Potila. It motivated her to step down 
from her position of custodian of the facilities the association used during 
funerals. “I don’t keep anything now because of the anger I have based on what 
they did to me” she murmured.   
   
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) claim that social groups use the currency of 
cultural capital - along with institutionalised relational networks - to maintain and 
create social hierarchies and divisions. Potila’s case clearly shows how social 
hierarchies manifested in this sphere - either as receiving support or not being 
supported - provided a clear example of how some older women’s situations 
could not fit within the cultural patterns valued by Munno-Mukabi. However, 
they had huge implications for their social well-being. The association can thus 
be seen as a social space structured around aspects of power and resources. As 
Gudeman (2008, p.106) observes, mutual relationships draw on the fundamentals 
of markets for sustenance. In Potila’s case, the cultural practices that bound her 
community together were organised around material resources. Achieving a 
balance of these two practices (cultural and material) has value associated with 
it.  What becomes evident in Potila’s case is that the markets are contained within 




The social relationships in MM were mediated through access to either money or 
land and food within the community. One migrant woman, who only had a small 
piece of land upon which to grow food for her personal consumption, said that 
the only way she gained membership to MM was through her engagement in 
waged farm labour. This is consistent with Gudeman’s (2008, p.110) assertion 
that mutuality through the community realm of the economy establishes markets 
by indirectly defining the ‘arena in which trade takes place’. While some women 
traded their personal labour, for others it was food exchanges. However, for some 
women, food contributions to MM posed a threat to the survival of their families. 
As one woman explained:  
 
“Residents realised that if a person loses say three people in a row, the home 
will become food deprived. So, they decided that to avoid such a situation, 
it’s better we form an association where we can all make food contributions 
when one loses a relative and relieve them [of] the burden of looking for 
food for the mourners. That way, mourners will not get into the habit of 
stealing food after the funeral rite event”.  
 
Interestingly, what this native older woman is describing as ‘homes being 
deprived of food’ with the potential to expose them to the risk of food insecurity, 
is a simplistic view of the situation. It apportions blame to older women, views 
death as a social burden rather than a reality of life, and diminishes the cultural 
values associated with food at funerals. Moreover, the challenge lies in the 
changing subsistence agricultural economy that historically sustained ‘free’ food 
at funerals. Food, as I show in Chapters 4 and 5, was viewed by women - 
particularly migrants - as a commodity, not as a ‘free’ item of socialisation. It 
contributed to one being viewed as powerful and required significant investment 
in terms of labour and land. Due to the perceived value of food, it needed to be 
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handled in a way that ensured that the burden was shared among all members. 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) claim that the value of specific forms of capital 
at any one time, or the ways in which they are converted, are dependent on the 
prevailing society’s rules of the game.  
 
In this case, the established rules of the game were those pertinent to the values 
associated with capitalist agriculture. They insidiously erode the traditional social 
structures of support, and distort the cultural values and norms associated with 
funerals and burials within a rural context. Exploration of the challenges of 
capitalism reveals that the most important issue is the cumulative amount of 
disadvantage that older women have experienced over their life-courses (Elder 
Jr, 1994). As Minkler and Estes (2019) clearly state, the social problems 
experienced by the elderly are entrenched in the changing socio-economic fabric 
of society that renders them powerless and alienated. In the context of the findings 
of this study, the most important issue was the fact that each death in a home 
robbed the affected family of capital; that is, food as well as a livelihood. This 
increased the risk of disconnectedness and psychological distress. The following 
section details a native woman’s experience: 
 
Mary aged 65 years, and currently looking after her ailing husband, came home 
from her usual garden work to the news that a community member had passed 
away. I was already at her home for the interview. Looking weary and withdrawn, 
Mary said to me: “I don’t know”.  I did not understand what she meant at the 
time. Later, I realised that she hardly had any food in her house, and that the little 
she got from her garden had to be shared with the mourners. ‘I have to go and 
take something... look at my husband, he is sick and dying soon. Who will be 
there for me?” she asked with a look of withdrawal. She took countless sweet 
potatoes to the funeral to meet her social obligation. It was a reinforcement of the 
reality that irrespective of social class, communities are bound together by a 
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‘conscious collectiveness’ (Gudeman, 2008, p.2). However, I observed the 
immense pressure to invest, accumulate and maintain social capital.  It was not 
only at an individual level but spread to the broader community. In terms of food 
theft, it occurred after the mourners had concluded the last funeral rites. In one 
way, mourners transformed into what I will term ‘capital extractors or suckers’, 
even when they were the source of social connectedness.  
 
The ‘Big-day’ Rice Association 
 
The ‘Big-day’ Rice Association (BRA), which was established by women for 
women, was another space wherein some women had an opportunity to socially 
relate and resist the challenges of a changing economy. From a feminist 
perspective, as noted by Fernandes (2018), women-led non-governmental 
organisations are a form of self-employment for purposes of fighting poverty. 
Hence the market-centric welfare solutions arrived at through what she terms the 
‘production of silence’ (p.106). Fernandes further claims that capitalist states 
disseminate the deliberate and politically packaged rhetoric of women’s 
development agendas through donor-funded NGOs. The latter ‘sell’ themselves 
as ‘helping’ poor women out of poverty. However, this is done within covert 
neoliberal policies intended to introduce women to market-oriented practices 
which result in power hierarchies. What this suggests is that development through 
NGOs uses the market to silence the social realities of women, offering the 
narrative of poverty eradication as a more intelligible discourse. Hence the notion 
of production of silence.  
 
In rural villages, self-employment is not only an extension of working, but rather 
the induction of the domestic sphere into the market. Based on this understanding, 
BRA could be considered a translation of mutuality and trade, the combination 
of which has resulted in both social connectedness and disconnectedness, a 
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situation that emerged with the arrival of migrant older women. It was a true 
reflection of some of the processes of social changes that occurred following the 
arrival of the aforesaid migrants in rural villages. Many of the study participants 
identified themselves as members of an association which they spoke of as 
‘strictly for women’. This is not to say that the main concern of the organisation 
was the changing of the gendered nature of food provisioning. In one way, 
however, it was a reminder that gender is a core societal organising factor even 
in instances of migration (Moghadam, 2015). The association was an avenue that 
migrants utilised to maintain the traditions and identities associated with their 
‘big-day’ in a new environment. 
 
The BRA was formed around a capitalist foundation whereby membership was 
secured through a monthly subscription of approximately USD5. Migrants 
formed its biggest membership base. It was established by women who called 
themselves the ‘farmers community,’ a label that not only showed that they were 
recognised by others, but was a marker of privilege and class. At the same time, 
it was a reflection of how production creates new social relations, uniting some 
and disconnecting others at the same time (Gudeman, 2008). Social beings are 
characterised by material properties and symbolic relations (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 2013). However, this did not mean that they had more economic 
capital than others, but rather what Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) term “cultural 
advantage”. They had the dual ideas of initiating BRA and introducing 
knowledge of modern farming practices. This gave them a better social 
positioning when building relationships within the association and sustaining 
them. Furthermore, as Bourdieu (1989) clearly states, most social groups are a 
product of the cultural dimensions of the ‘field’ that show class and power. This 
conceptualisation is fundamental to recognising and articulating the diversity of 
aspects that create inequalities and exacerbate poverty among rural-dwelling 




According to the women, the term ‘big-day’ was used to refer to ‘Christmas Day’, 
a day in December upon which Christians around the world celebrate the birth of 
Jesus Christ  (Knight, Schilling, Barnett, Jackson, & Clarke, 2016). Within this 
context, women were being part of the ‘global’ in their local setting. I deem it 
worth noting here that most of the study participants were Christians; so, they 
were a good source of social connectedness through shared Christian 
values/symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). All of the migrants had come from 
predominantly Catholic countries (Rwanda and Congo); so, observance was 
similar to that exercised by the natives.  
 
Usage of the term ‘big-day’ reflected deep social meanings of ‘togetherness’ and 
‘compassion’, sentiments frequently associated with Christmas. ‘Big’, however, 
had cultural connotations. It implied spending and manifested in the way women 
prepared for Christmas. Of the 365 calendar days of the year, Christmas was that 
one ‘big’ day, a festival that older women reportedly looked forward to, and 
started preparing for right from the beginning of the year. The ‘big day’ enhanced 
social connectedness through activities that brought not only community 
members together, but also families. It had become a culture with economic 
implications.  
 
Some older women said that their preparations for Christmas Day centred on the 
‘family’. Irrespective of intent, it was a gendered activity. Women strived to 
ensure that their families had plenty of food on the day; thus, in effect, it was a 
gendered day. While one could validly argue that the provision of food is 
universally inscribed with gendered meaning, in later life wherein most women’s 
social support systems are dwindling due to the demands of a capitalist 
environment, this may vary significantly. Vero, a native older woman living in 
the study village who was engaged in mixed farming, was also a member of the 
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rice association. She recalled the reason for its establishment: “We aimed at 
ensuring that we have food for the ‘big day’ because some of us would get to 
Christmas when we have nothing to feed our families. You would only hear “So-
and-so has bought so many kilograms of meat”, but when you have nothing. So, 
we decided to come up with this initiative”.  
 
Vero raises very important issues. While there is a deep will to continue the 
tradition of celebrating Christmas as a family day, the changing rural socio-
economic structure is impacting on what is locally valued as a good way to enjoy 
the day. The big day has generated an environment of competition and social class 
rivalry, based on one form of capital, i.e., ‘food’. As both symbolic and cultural 
capital, it is convertible into economic capital. These perceived forces of 
capitalism are ‘biting’ into the social lives of women. The social meanings that 
Vero associates with Christmas are consistent with those of Miller (2017), who 
views the day’s popularity as entrenched in the notion of modernity. Miller 
considers Christmas an avenue for increased commercial attention and 
materialism (p.410). Women felt the need to spend money on food they assumed 
that any modern rural family would consume on such a festive day, e.g., ‘rice and 
meat’. Hence the nomenclature ‘Big-Day’ Rice Association. What becomes 
obvious here is that within the changing subsistence rural economy, food is 
capital that can be transformed into both economic and social capital.  
 
Historically, Christmas in rural villages in Uganda has been a big festival that has 
brought different families together, a tradition that is still maintained. Here I share 
these insights based on my experience as a young African woman who celebrated 
Christmas with her grandparents in rural Uganda in earlier times. Invariably, 
those living in the country’s urban areas will join their relatives in rural villages, 
not the other way around. The celebrations involve the slaughter of animals (goats 
and cows), cooking/preparing an assortment of local foods, preparing the local 
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brew, drumming all night, and donning one’s best attire for the Christmas Day 
church service. Such was the celebratory mood, no one was excluded. If a 
powerful neighbour slaughtered a cow, he would gift at least one kilogram to each 
of his immediate neighbours. In many rural villages, beef was a delicacy only 
consumed at Christmas. It was a measure of how ‘good’ Christmas would be. 
Some people would give baskets of food to their neighbours free gratis. All of 
these activities enhanced social connectedness through Christmas. But, within the 
current social transformation, particularly the dynamics associated with migrants 
and agriculture, food is always a ‘commodity’. For this reason, Big day 
celebrations have taken a capitalist turn. As Gudeman (1992) observes, the 
argument here is that amid the desire to maintain the cultural values associated 
with the community arm of the economy, marketisation and profit making are 
encroaching upon this festive sphere. This reinforces the notion that neither the 
community nor the market can survive and thrive without the other. It is within 
this ‘mix’ that older women’s everyday experiences are shaped. 
 
Because food was convertible capital, the BRA relied heavily upon it. This meant 
that women had to invest time in what they referred to as ‘group waged farm 
work’ throughout the year in order to accumulate money and food. As one woman 
said: “At the end of the year during Christmas we buy sacks of rice and other 
items and share as members”.  One could argue that as older women seeking ways 
in which to navigate the ‘thick clouds’ of a cash-cropping economy have 
creatively formulated a double movement that allows for economic survival and 
social connectedness. This means that amid the constraints of a changing 
economy, the women are using the advantages that come with associations as a 
buffer mechanism against the shocks of capitalism. Working as a group towards 
a common goal, i.e., Big-day, gives the women a sense of power and class that 
enhances social cohesion. However, at the same time it meant social exclusion 
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for those women who could not conform to the association’s rules.  As one 
woman explained:  
 
“Development has come when I no longer have the strength. It has come 
when I no longer have the strength to work…it hurts me. I do not have 
farmland neither do I have the strength to dig. So now I just pray for the 
young ones to benefit from it. I pray for those who are still young [enough] 
to work because for me, I’m helpless”. 
 
The pitifulness of this participant’s remarks prompts the following questions: 
“Who is rural development for?” and “Are agricultural policies free from ageist 
tendencies?”. What becomes clear here is that rural development is incognisant 
of the centrality of women’s disadvantaged position attributable to gender, class, 
age, and migration status, all of which combine to exacerbate poverty in later life.  
The extant policies are not inclusive of the diversity of village women’s 
occupational groups, e.g., those who hire farmland, seasonal farmers, native and 
migrant older women. This heterogeneity produces different structures of 
inequality, in the process relegating older women to different levels of poverty. 
While the women recognise the changing work environment (due to what they 
call ‘development’) from being entirely domestic to paid work with the associated 
benefits of income and social connectedness, a sense of exclusion is nonetheless 
felt. What is important here is that the narratives pertinent to development, 
progress and poverty, which are obviously market centric, cannot ignore the 
relationship between women’s lived experiences and the market. As Gudeman 
argues, in the process of economic development, “communities are inside 
markets as markets cascade into communities” (p.96), the implication being that 
development cannot exist without understanding the dynamics of communities 
that determine its survival. This was evident in the ‘Big-day’ Rice Association 
activities which were an embodiment of gender roles, modernity, cultural 
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continuities and what I will call the ‘migrant effect’. All of these factors combine 
to create grounds of social connectedness and disconnectedness respectively. 
 
The ‘Pentecostal Connect’ 
 
The ‘Pentecostal connect’ is a term I have coined to show how older women 
socially constructed relationships as Christians through the Pentecostal church. 
Christianity was a significant source of cultural capital within the community. 
Although Catholicism was the dominant religion in this village, my conversations 
with the women and observation, revealed that few among them practiced the 
religion they professed to follow. Most of the older Catholic women attended the 
Pentecostal church. However, what this study did not establish, or measure was 
whether older women who attended the Pentecostal church were more 
empowered than those who were parishioners of the Catholic church. However, 
the relevant literature clearly documents the relationship between gender and the 
Pentecostal movement (Sullivan & Delaney, 2017).  
 
The Catholic church, a small, old non-plastered structure, compared poorly with 
the Pentecostal church, which was modern, spacious, had newer structures and 
served as a venue for all of the community meetings. The lead pastor said that all 
Pentecostal church activities were funded by the International Christian Charity - 
Compassion, UK. This seemed indicative of the influence of globalisation on 
advancing the Pentecostal movement.  
 
Somewhat interestingly, the social connectedness attributable to the Pentecostal 
church reflected the heterogeneity in structural inequalities and oppression that 
migrant and native older women had experienced over their life-courses. They 
utilised religion not only for social inclusion, but as a space in which they could 
express their struggles and create what Berlant (1997, p.81) refers to in 
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Casselberry and Pritchard (2019) as ‘live relations to power’. For example, one 
older woman with nine grandchildren was asked: “How do you manage to look 
after these grandchildren? what do you feed them?” She replied: “It’s God who 
feeds them, not me. As for food, if I don’t ask God, sometimes I don’t get it. If I 
ask him, he hears me. I have seen many things, many problems. I have seen love 
comes from God. When you love God a lot, even God will love you”. 
 
Her comments concurred with what Heuser (2016) alludes to as “the prosperity 
gospel movement”.  The latter encourages the poor to believe that those with deep 
faith can invoke Godly powers that once called upon will ensure provision of 
one’s material needs. However, from a feminist perspective, the prosperity gospel 
invites challenge for overlooking the structural inequalities faced by women, 
instead individualising their life challenges (Sullivan & Delaney, 2017). This 
approach could be viewed as the Pentecostal church pursuing a neoliberal agenda 
in the sphere of welfare. Despite the challenges inherent in the prosperity gospel, 
their subscription to it allowed older women to feel socially connected both with 
each other and with the broader community. In effect, the ‘Pentecostal connect’ 
is the only forum from which a collective native/migrant identity emerges.  
 
The Pentecostal church attracted the largest crowd of worshippers, both young 
and old, male and female. This aligns with the literature on Pentecostalism that 
portrays it as a rapidly growing form of contemporary Christianity on the African 
continent (Casselberry & Pritchard, 2019). Due to its appeal to all ages in this 
study community, it has created grounds for intergenerational connectedness both 
within and outside of the church. Some older women recalled how their young 
“brothers and sisters” (terms they used refer to their fellow church members) 
helped them out with Instrumental Activities of Daily Living (IADL), e.g., 
splitting logs for firewood and fetching water. However, in order to benefit from 




Observation revealed that the church had a big following of women. This concurs 
with the literature that clearly documents the gendered nature of Pentecostalism, 
(Casselberry & Pritchard, 2019). Poor women, particularly those disadvantaged 
by class and gender, viewed Pentecostalism as a trajectory to empowerment 
through connection with the higher power (the Holy Spirit), a fact that became 
evident in their life histories. Beyond this, however, women’s attraction to 
Pentecostalism is well documented in the literature on prosperity gospel that 
teaches the adoption of a positive attitude towards ‘lack’ and exercising control 
amidst all odds (Sullivan & Delaney, 2017). 
 
Here I want to draw on the quote of one of the native participants who said that 
‘being saved, makes you friends’. Here I want to situate it in a context based on 
the realities the women narrated. Beatrice, like many of the participants, had lived 
a life of physical and emotional abuse at the hands of her late husband. Most of 
the women had been socialised to view an abusive environment as ‘normal’ in a 
male-dominated society. For Beatrice, it started when she was forcefully ‘married 
off’ by her alcoholic father ( as she described him) at the age of 17 to a man she 
recalled as polygamous, an alcoholic and who involved himself in witchcraft, all 
of which were elements of control and domination. Beatrice recalled that ‘it was 
the beginning of a miserable life. It signalled her entry into the structures of 
oppression that denied her opportunities in her adult life that would have proven 
a basis for empowerment. On several occasions, her husband threatened to kill 
her with a knife and spear. He made her sleep outside in the cold. With caution, 
because she did not know what my reaction would be, Beatrice revealed to me 
her husband’s dark secret. “He had killed one of his wives”. As far as she 
remembered, no murder charges had never been lodged against him. Her 
experience showcased the structural challenges and systems design based on male 
power that continue to position women as disadvantaged. Following this incident, 
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Beatrice decided to disappear, to seek refuge in an unknown place (the current 
village where she lives) where she could start a new life.  
 
Beatrice had lived a life of fear, oppression and ‘isolation from within’. I use this 
terminology to convey a sense of disconnection from the immediate and 
significant person in her life. Ultimately, her life experiences forced her to join 
the Pentecostal church. She viewed it as a ‘safe space’ in which to reconstruct her 
identity and develop meaningful social networks. She said: 
 
“I kept myself in Bulokole (meaning Pentecostalism). I stayed there with my 
Jesus, and the sisters and brothers in Christ took care of me, comforted me…. 
then I got a good life. I felt good because after you get ‘saved’, you become 
a new creation. You depart from the worldly things and begin a new life”. 
 
Her use of the term ‘saved’ (which may refer to salvation) carried deep social 
meaning. It was a means of breaking away from the cumulative distress that 
characterised her personal life-course. Salvation brought relief, freedom, and 
reconnection with her true self, a process supported by her trusted ‘brothers and 
sisters in Christ’ who valued her. There was also a sense of belief in a supreme 
power that worked through ‘her brothers and sisters’ to undo or mitigate the 
social, cultural and economic injustices that she had experienced over her life-
course. As well as achieving emotional well-being, Beatrice was able to socially 
connect due to the respect she had earned as a staunch Christian (symbolic 
capital) in the Pentecostal church. Symbolic capital, although convertible into 
social capital, cannot be bought (Medvetz & Sallaz, 2018, p.360). In its own way, 
the church provides the structural framework conditions for people to develop 
social networks, cultural capital and a sense of belonging. As one member said: 
‘Being saved is good, and it makes you many friends”. It is from this 
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understanding that social connectedness has been enhanced through the 
Pentecostal connect. 
 
I deem it important to note here that native and migrant older women’s diverse 
life experiences influenced how each came to utilize the Pentecostal church for 
social connectedness. Unlike the natives, most of the migrants viewed the 
Pentecostal church as an enabler of identity reconstruction and ethnic bonding. 
Reconstructing their lives in a new environment meant renegotiation of ‘who they 
are’, supported by people who either shared similar experiences or accepted them 
for who they were. These dynamics were observed in several places where 
Pentecostalism has offered a different religious interpretation from those of the 
traditional denominations, and in the process gained new followers as the 
communities’ demographics change coincident with marketisation (Sullivan & 
Delaney, 2017). 
 
One participant, a 62-year old Rwandans refugee named Yoanina, had arrived in 
Uganda two years ago, before this research was conducted. She was not fluent in 
the dominant local dialect, felt isolated, and was struggling to acclimatize to her 
new environment. Yoanina viewed the Pentecostal church as one of those spaces 
that allowed her to have what she called “a personal relationship” with a supreme 
power who understood her everyday life challenges. For Yoanina, the church was 
an anchor of stability (see Bangura (2018)). Looking back, Yoanina recalled as 
follows: “On Sunday I go to church…it is very good. It soothes your soul. When 
the pastor preaches, there is a lot you learn, and it feeds your soul. I tell my God 
that although at one time I had money, but it’s no more. Whatever you will 
provide, I will appreciate”. 
 
Similar to other migrants, for Yoanina, attending church and her perceptions of it 
constituted a process based on personal reflection. However, the moral principle 
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of the church to address individual problems was also put to test. Yoanina’s 
comments suggested a sense of social isolation and loss that older migrant women 
experience, and the hope to find solace in a divine power. For them, the 
availability of spiritual capital through the Pentecostal church signalled a clear 




Image 5:The researcher (left) having a conversation with Yoanina (right) and 
her friend (extreme end), both migrant older woemn from Rwanda. (Source: 





Image 6: Participant’s mud and wattle house. (Source: Photo by author, 
October 2017) 
 
From observation, and according to the life histories provided by some older 
women, the Pentecostal church was a point of interaction for all forms of capital. 
The church became a ‘collector’ of landowners, casual farm labourers, 
association leaders and their members, and the broader community, all of whom 
embodied social, economic, cultural and symbolic capital. The church was not 
only a unit of social identity and connectedness; as well, it symbolised economic 
sustenance and survival. As one of the participants said: “If a member of the 
church is sick and is not able to dig or cultivate their land, community members 
organize to dig for her and provide food or hire labour to work on her land”.  
 
Interestingly, the form of support to which this participant alluded reflected 
women’s efforts to both manage and fit into the changing rural economy. It was 
also indicative of the consumption of ‘salvation goods’, what the women 
interpreted as doing good for others (e.g., ‘the sick’). Hence the creation of a 
sense of worthiness, and the promoting of socialization. Although this religious 
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capital was owned by both the church and the women attendees, it created 
different levels of power wherein women became coerced into following the 
teachings that shaped their behavior and practices within the context of the 
church. Medvetz and Sallaz (2018) argue that religious capital invested by the 
church promotes acts of compassion and togetherness (evident in the participant’s 
narrative reproduced above).  
Visualising connectedness and disconnectedness 
 
Having discussed the structures of [dis]connectedness among native and migrant 
older women, I will now proceed to conduct a social network analysis 
(Wasserman & Faust, 1994). This approach is important given that it creates 
imagery that promises to provide us with an opportunity to both visualise and 
understand the patterns of interaction manifested through community 
associations, neighbours and the Pentecostal church. Most importantly, however, 
network analysis has proven instrumental in showing a) that those older women 
were at risk of isolation, and b) what constituted their defining characteristics. 
Finally, this section brings together all that has been discussed above. I have 
attempted to limit my examination to the individual level in my bid to specify 
how the individual fits within the changing rural economic structures. 
 
I employed Nvivo 12 Plus, a qualitative data analysis software, for the purposes 
of conducting social network analysis (see Image 1 below). I established 
relationships based on what the women spoke about, and on my personal 
observation in terms of who their neighbours were, the worship centres they 
attended, and the community associations to which they belonged. Based on 
Image 1, being attached to more than one community association meant having 
significant economic capital. Hence the women’s enhanced social connectedness. 
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This understanding provides us with a new dimension of thinking about social 
isolation. 
 
Based upon Image 1, the study revealed that Kabach was the most isolated older 
woman (with zero degree of centrality, see Table 1). This suggested that she was 
not connected to any meaningful network of women. She lacked any form of 
recognisable capital to bring to the “connectedness market”. Understanding her 
situation necessitated analysis of her profile, and the positioning of her in the 
broader socio-economic structures of her village. At 89 years of age, she was the 
oldest of all the participants. She lived on handouts, and her living arrangements 
were characterised by the 9 grandchildren under her care. Arber and Timonen 
(2015) write that most older women will, at some point in their life-courses, 
undertake the role of grandparenting. However, they state that such roles are 
shaped by material and structural factors. Although Kabach lived with her 9 
grandchildren, this did not translate into social connectedness. It created more 
isolation due to a lack of reciprocity. As Kabach said: “The girl has been the one 
taking care of me. She has been the one who finds a cassava tuber for me. But 
recently she said she could not cope with the hardships anymore…. that she had 
done what she could, and that God would be the one to watch over me. Then she 
left”. 
 
This type of situation is what Chris Phillipson (2003) refers to as the “loosening 
of family bonds” due to the influences of capitalism. Family relations are built 
around expectations of capital exchange. In the absence of the latter, situations 
similar to that experienced by Kabach may occur. Somewhat proverbially, 
Kabach referred to her situation as “old age being a tick”. She then proceeded to 
provide the meaning. “When it bites, you try to get it but it escapes, it hides and 
bites you somewhere else. You cannot escape it”. Although she used the 
metaphor of a ‘tick’ to explicate her woes, which she associated with old age, the 
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term ‘tick’ meant the village structures in which she was constantly locked in 
disadvantage without any likelihood of reversing her situation. In effect, her 
isolation was due to the material constraints she experienced.  
 
A few women were at risk of isolation, particularly those who ranged between 1-
2 degrees of centrality which showed less connectedness (see Table 2). These 
were mostly native older women aged 72-78 years with only membership of the 
‘Big-day’ rice Association and reliance on a few neighbours as their social 
networks. However, as I argue throughout this thesis, while advanced age cannot 
be ignored when seeking to understand older women’s lived experiences, in this 
context, age was not a risk factor for social isolation. Rather,  the cumulative 
disadvantage experienced over their life-courses (Elder Jr & Rockwell, 1979) that 
limited their opportunities of accumulating wealth which would facilitate the 
progress, and activities geared toward ‘buying’ meaningful social relations in 
later life proved the most important. This fits perfectly with what Dannefer et al. 
(2017) allude to as individual experiences of disadvantage having a direct impact 
on people’s collective processes. This notion is entrenched in the concept of 
political economy (Estes et al., 2008; Minkler & Estes, 2019) wherein social 
inequalities are not individualised problems but rather the product of socio-
economic structures that shape older women’s everyday experiences.  
 
Even though the majority of women had embodied capital in the forms of labour, 
indigenous knowledge of farming seasons, of which crops were likely to do 
better, and of traditional practices of managing disease, the value attached to these 
capitals within the existing structures of economic production did not guarantee 
profit on investment. For example, the use of fertilisers and pesticides during 
cash-cropping had the effect of devaluing indigenous agricultural knowledge. 
This was particularly so in a field wherein desirable capital was defined by the 
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architects of village systems of power and domination in favour of material 
resources, e.g., land and food.  
 
Kabach, an isolated older woman with poor eyesight and weak limbs, spoke of 
her subjective health. She voiced her views on labour (which can be both 
economic and cultural capital) claiming that it was both redundant and 
diminishing in value. This was emphasised when said: “I don’t dig anymore”. An 
economy that claims that well-being is dependent on sale of labour not only 
exposes women like Kabach to abject poverty but threatens to leave them in a 
state of constant struggle for social connectedness. Bourdieu (1986) maintains 
that embodied capital is tied to the owner and that lack of practice (as in Kabach’s 
case) creates a situation wherein it becomes devalued. Thus, the risk of isolation 
(see the social network diagram below) reflects an inability to invest in and 
convert capital into economic terms for purposes of conforming to community 








To further understand which networks were more important in this community 
than the others, a measure based on the numbers of women connected to them 
was undertaken, calculating the centrality measures using Nvivo 12 Plus.  Table 
2 below reveals that more women were connected through the Munno Mukabi 
Association which had the highest degree of importance (16). As I have shown 
in my discussion of this association, emotions associated with death and grief are 
believed to be well-handled within group relations (Hirsch, 2018). When dealing 
with the reality of death, women found Munno-Mukabi a venue for reconstructing 
their brokenness through shared experiences and cultural practices that reinforced 
the self. 
 
The measure of betweenness was useful in highlighting the number of elderly 
women who acted as major bridges to the rest of the community. This meant that 
they had the shortest and highest number of paths through which they connected 
to other women in community. For instance, Tekla, had the highest score 
(149.771) in terms of the shortest paths to other older women within the 
association of Munno-Mukabi. This meant that if one needed to access a 
significant number of members in Munno-Mukabi, then Tekla would be the 
appropriate contact person. If Tekla is removed from the network, access to other 
women becomes more complicated. 
 
Based on the betweenness centrality measure three women proved the most 
popular individuals with whom others connected. They all had roles to play in the 
establishment of the different associations, i.e., Munno-Mukabi (Mukand & 
Tekla), and the community development association (Mukand and Tekla), and 
one played a leadership role in the Pentecostal church (Nyirabo), attracting a 
number of migrant older women. Some participants, Jalia for example, had 
considerable influence over others, evidenced by her high score of betweenness 
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due to her traditional birth attendant skills (embodied cultural capital).  This 
meant that when any important information had to be passed on to the 
community, these women were focal points of contact as most of the participants 









Kabach 0 0 0 0.000 0.000 
Beatrice 4 4 4 1.484 0.029 
Jalia 8 8 8 36.733 0.030 
Yoanina 6 6 6 23.884 0.031 
Toppy 4 4 4 36.667 0.024 
Uliya 4 4 4 1.484 0.029 
Vero 6 6 6 10.284 0.030 
Vera 3 3 3 1.484 0.028 
Mukand 3 3 3 0.843 0.028 




10 10 10 31.313 0.034 
Flo 4 4 4 2.250 0.027 
Mukazi 3 3 3 0.000 0.026 




16 16 16 149.771 0.043 
Gaude 3 3 3 0.000 0.026 
Marg 2 2 2 0.000 0.025 
Mayi 2 2 2 0.000 0.026 
Mukand 
(CDA) 
10 10 10 34.101 0.034 
Rose 2 2 2 0.000 0.026 
Getrude 1 1 1 0.000 0.017 
 
Table 2: Centrality measures showing risk of social isolation based on 





Women’s Development Association 
 
The above title was the name given by the women to their association. In the 
following section, I look at how older women utilise small-credit associations as 
sources of social capital. The government of Uganda has been at the forefront of 
encouraging the development of credit associations in rural villages, facilities that 
will enable small-scale farmers to access financial support (MoGLSD, 2015). The 
extant literature clearly documents how policy makers rely heavily on community 
social capital through community development initiatives introduced to alleviate 
poverty (Bouilly, Rillon, & Cross, 2016; Chowdhury, Wahab, & Islam, 2019; 
Rankin, 2002). My research has revealed how women’s development association 
came into being, an idea initially proposed by men. One participant said:  
 
“It’s the men of this community who came up with this initiative. Men hold 
separate meetings from us. They never mix with us. If you do not have a wife, 
you can’t join this association. But I have never seen a man without a wife. 
Women without husbands cannot join as ‘women’ but rather join as ‘men’. 
This is because men claim these women are independent and want to behave 
like them. So, if they want to join, they are …told to join as ‘men’ and sit 
with them during their meetings”. 
 
This participant’s comments suggest that while older women continue to struggle 
to find a way into a meaningful public economic sphere, they are still confronted 
by gender and class-segmentation challenges. The majority of the participants in 
this study were landless widows. This suggests that associations that have 
eligibility criteria based on one’s marital status, in effect perpetuate women’s 
socio-economic inequalities and exploitation through implementation of a 
structure of patriarchy. For this reason, some women decided to establish the 




One of the study participants referred to the association as ‘Abakyala 
Kwekulakulanya’ which literally translates as ‘women in development’. When I 
asked one of the participants why the association had been established for women 
only, she replied: “We also wanted to develop ourselves as women”. While her 
response aligns with Freire (1970)’s notion of the power of the oppressed to 
combat oppression, it also indicated that the women believed in the value of 
economic self-determination which could be achieved by working together to 
achieve emancipation.  
 
Members, who were predominantly migrants, paid a monthly subscription of 
approximately USD15, a sum much higher than that required by other 
associations.  One woman said that the association was established to ‘develop 
our families’, an objective that can be viewed as older women’s agency based on 
collective resources. Women pooled their financial resources to meet the basic 
needs of their families, food for example. As well, it paid for commodities 
associated with modernity (according to the villagers’ interpretations), e.g., iron 
sheet roofing for their houses. This practice was pursued in the main by those 
women, mostly migrants, who were fully engaged in seasonal farming, a practice 
whereby farmers grew ‘trending’ cash crops for a particular period of the year. It 
signalled a transformation of production relations in agriculture; that is, the extent 
to which migrants had dramatically transformed subsistence agriculture into 
‘medium’ capitalist farming that reinforced social hierarchies among both native 
and migrant older women. Today, this transformation, and the emergence of 
women’s development associations, may be considered a response to the 
changing subsistence rural economy. In the process, older women have enhanced 




Interestingly, what older women referred to as ‘development’ has been viewed 
by scholars, Kasser (2002) for example, as ‘materialism’. In effect, people focus 
on material possessions or wealth accumulation as a means of being well. For 
older women, however, material pursuit was influenced by the forces of 
capitalism manifesting as modernity. They pooled their money in a common 
revolving fund: each member had a vote determining her turn for accessing 
financial credit. Within the context of the women’s development association, a 
few women reported accessing financial credit services at low interest to buy 
household necessities, for example solar power lighting and mattresses. These 
items were not randomly selected by individuals. They were agreed upon by all 
members based upon what they considered the most important household items.  
For others, focus was upon shifting from grass-thatched houses to houses with 
iron sheet roofing. One participant classified these choices as ‘development’ in 
the area. 
 
However, as Lofland (1982) observes, social groups have their own threads of 
connectedness entrenched in members’ activities. Apropos of development, by 
pooling their money, the women were constructing their social networks, 
identities, economic security, and fitting into the globalised world through group 
processes.  As one migrant woman said: “When I get money, I buy what I need 
and that has made me have friends… we come together and help each other”. Her 
comments were proof that community associations are sites of capital investment. 
The profits accruing from this investment include identity, class positioning and 







The centrality of this chapter lies in the understanding that capitalism has played 
a fundamental role in altering the values and rural structures within which aspects 
of social connectedness are embedded. A consequence of this has been the 
commodification of ‘socialness’, the economic value of which is determined by 
what the women consider to be meaningful in the context of capitalist rural life. 
In other words, whereas social is economic, social isolation is entirely a structural 
issue. 
 
Another important feature of this chapter is that the changing subsistence rural 
economy has shone light on the fact that food and land are not only drivers of 
connectedness: they are recognisable capitals that shape the social positioning of 
older native and migrant women in rural settings. Furthermore, they are 
fundamental aspects of the ‘ageing in place’ of native older women and the 
‘settlement in place’ of migrant older women. 
 
Community associations are venues through which older women seek to 
reconstruct their true identities in later life. This is their way of breaking away 
from the negative impact of a changing rural economy. However, in the process 
they risk creating more inequalities both between and within groups of women. 
 
If social well-being is to be achieved for older women, the above aspects need to 
be foregrounded in any approaches aimed at addressing issues of social isolation 







Chapter 7: Rethinking female ageing in a capitalist rural economy: 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
In this thesis, I have argued that a combination of the recent significant changes 
to Uganda’s rural economy and the consequences of unprecedented levels of in-
migration to rural villages has greatly impacted the everyday lives of native and 
migrant older women, perceivably more than the ageing process itself. As well, I 
have demonstrated the ways in which these changes have altered the social order 
of rural villages native and migrant family structures, and the rural communities’ 
cultures. As I have shown in my analysis (see Chapters 4-6), both natives and 
migrants experienced these changes as disruption and dislocation within a rapidly 
growing capitalist rural economy. In this thesis, I have attempted to explicate the 
measures that both native and migrant older women employed to navigate this 
complex environment and build meaningful rural lives. Their narratives revealed 
that rural transformation has created a new ageing environment characterised by 
socio-economic disequilibrium and in part precarity, an outcome further 
exacerbated by gender and class. I have demonstrated that the new rural 
economy/environment has provoked new tension between the native and migrant 
older women which may be attributable to the unique economic production 
relations constructed around the extant material and non-material resources e.g., 
land and social networks.   
 
I am constructing this thesis at a time when, in my opinion, the need to integrate 
older women’s voices into the ageing discourse in sub-Saharan Africa is more 
dire than ever. My response has been to develop a rural-centric theoretical 
framework within which older women’s experiences of poverty and inequality 
can be clearly articulated. This is the dimension I seek to emphasise in this 
concluding chapter. I deem it consistent with the current critical debate 
surrounding work and older people’s overall well-being in sub-Saharan Africa.  
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Aboderin and Hoffman (2017) argue that a policy focused on older people’s well-
being - that neither poses nor attempts to answer questions regarding their labour 
participation or economic engagement - is a missed opportunity for meaningful 
intervention. The primary aim of this thesis has been to answer these questions, 
by extension intensifying the policy discourse on active, healthy and independent 
ageing specifically in rural Uganda. Furthermore, the thesis creates a pathway via 
which to reconceptualise ageing and its ramifications in the rural contexts of sub-
Saharan Africa. Thus, the objective of this concluding chapter is not only to 
reflect upon the key findings of this research and their implications for age-
directed policy, but also to demonstrate the degree to which they are central to 
reconstructing both our conceptual and theoretical understandings of what it 
means to grow older as either native or migrant women in contemporary rural 
Uganda, and what we need to know, think and act upon.  
 
The thesis began with providing evidence from the extant literature showing the 
over-representation of women as ageing individuals in rural settings (HelpAge 
International, 2014), a reality occurring amidst increased intracontinental 
feminised migration in the form of labour movement. This understanding was 
utilised to engage in critical thematic discussion of the impact of a globalising 
world on older women’s ageing and work environments.  
 
The term ‘globalisation’ is not limited to describing the movement of people and 
capital (in all its forms) across borders. It is frequently utilised to demonstrate the 
significant policy dimensions that have had huge implications for Uganda’s 
cultural, socio-economic and political milieus. In chapters 1 and 2 of the thesis I 
have demonstrated how on occasion globalisation has led to the implementation 
of problematic macro-level development policies, e.g., the Green Revolution 
Agenda that have precipitated changes in the ways in which rural-dwelling older 
women participate in - and fit into - rural agricultural production. While I 
227 
 
acknowledge that the architects of the Green Revolution envisaged a pro-poor 
development strategy, one particularly targeting rural-dwelling women, their 
failure to align the latter with primary factors of production, e.g., land, has instead 
resulted in catastrophic outcomes, e.g., conflict, disruption and dislocation. 
Moreover, at the global level, discourses emphasise the need for older people to 
remain active and productive, to age in place and live independently. However, 
at the national level, agricultural development remains a long way from being 
inclusive of ‘landless or resourceless’ older women, a cohort who have 
experienced a lifetime of marginalisation and disadvantage. The problem that 
emerges here is the contradiction between policy aims, interpretation and 
enactment. There is no evidence of attempts to foreground human reality in the 
rural development agenda. What one sees is a form of mockery, of people-centric 
development without the people. This gives rise to the complex question of: 
whose development is it anyway (Crewe & Harrison, 1998)?   
 
For the purposes of explication, I drew upon two interconnected theoretical 
perspectives, i.e., Stephen Gudeman’s (2008) political economy theory of the 
dialectical forces of mutuality and trade, and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of 
material and non-material capital within communities. In-depth exploration of 
these scholars’ theoretical concepts afforded me an insightful understanding of 
older women’s agricultural activities through analysis of their network structures 
of production and labour relations. I observed these activities occurring within 
the broader community wherein social relations (social capital) are constructed. I 
contend that the combined influences of the market, community and capital shape 
the social and economic realities of those ageing in a capitalist rural environment. 
Within this environment, unless one acknowledges that day-to-day life is 
constructed around capital exchange, one risks exclusion and isolation. Although 
different communities attribute different interpretations and meanings to 
legitimate capital, within the context of migration my study revealed that capital 
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exchange creates tension. There is a need to maintain communal relations amidst 
conflicting views of what constitutes legitimate capital.  
 
These conceptualisations, which have proven determinants of rural-dwelling 
women’s everyday behaviour, are of great significance given their propensity to 
translate into poverty and inequality. This has formed the basis of my argument 
throughout the thesis; that is, that notwithstanding the fact that age is an important 
social phenomenon that impacts older women’s everyday life experiences in later 
life, the reality is that in today’s  globalizing world they find themselves required 
to interact with more complex structures associated with capitalist agriculture and 
migration. The sum of these requirements dictates the ways in which they 
[in]directly shape their resistance, adaptation, and endurance.    
 
Natives and migrants’ realities: reflection on the key findings 
 
This study has illuminated a hitherto ignored albeit important political category, 
i.e., the “native-migrant” binary. As I suggest in Chapter 2, dominant discourses 
on ageing have paid little attention to migrants’ ageing. There appears to have 
been little if any effort to clearly identify the heterogeneity of older women in 
rural villages, an omission that has hindered the effectiveness of the current 
ageing policy’s aim to address the needs of both natives and migrants. 
Recognising the existence of these two groups of older women is important given 
that it eschews a ‘one size fits all’ approach to their needs. I have challenged the 
homogenising of older women, in the process suggesting that it encourages a 
problematic approach to understanding, for example, how and if immigration 
flows and ethnic diversity impact on ageing experiences in rural villages.  These 




As I have stated in Chapter 2, Uganda is currently home to thousands of migrants, 
many among whom are women. However, the country’s instruments of policy 
formulation, i.e., The National Population and Housing Census (2014), The 
Uganda National Household Survey (2016) and the Uganda Demographic and 
Health Survey (2016) have persistently ‘othered’ migrants, focusing instead upon 
regional ethnic groupings. This perceived colonial approach to social hierarchies 
fails to reflect the different needs of women ageing in rural villages. This research 
has revealed that the current migration trend has resulted in the dismantling of 
local cultural, economic and social contexts of the rural villages, by extension 
creating diverse and conflicting outcomes for both migrants and natives. Here I 
use the terms “diverse” and “conflicting” to demonstrate the degree of complexity 
that renders aspects of advantage and disadvantage between migrants and natives 
complex; in effect, to demonstrate  how and why migrants are advantaged in one 
context and local women in another. I seek to show the degree to which this 
situation exacerbates inequalities within and between the two groups of women.  
 
As I have noted in Chapter 4 of this thesis, Mamdani (2012) claims that the native-
migrant divide had its genesis in the colonial era. It reflected class relations based 
on land, a reality that has come back to ‘haunt’ contemporary older women who 
were not part of the earlier equation. During my time in the field, it became clear 
that the migrant/native divide was crucial to understanding the lived reality of 
women in the contemporary rural environment. As my analyses of older women’s 
stories reveal, the migrant/native divide was: 1) a marker of the heterogeneity of 
the rural ageing population; 2) a determinant and shaper of resource relations; 
and, 3) a marker of the different forms of capital that were associated with each 
group of women. While the migrants were able to access more economic capital 
than the natives, the latter had broader indigenous knowledge (cultural capital) of 




Attaining a comprehensive understanding of the heterogeneity of the female 
ageing population required exploration of ‘who’ was ageing in the capitalist 
peripheries of the rural villages. This marked a shift in policy makers’ and human 
rights advocates’ simplistic, micro-level descriptions based on the demographic 
characteristics of older women e.g., age, level of education and marital status. It 
required investigation of more complex aspects, for example their interaction 
with the structural components that variously shape their decision-making, i.e., 
their acceptance or resistance, adaptation or endurance of rural socio-economic 
transformations. I have sought to conceptualise these perceived eventualities 
within the context of a multi-ethnic community. My interest was not in focusing 
solely upon the degree of ethnic diversity in the studied rural village; rather, I 
sought to determine this diversity’s ‘location’ in the new rural economy. In 
Chapters 4-6 I have demonstrated the different ways in which the natives and 
migrants understood poverty, and the different methods they employed to address 
material hardship.  Exploration of the relationships that were between the 
migrants and natives, and of the inequalities underpinning the poverty many 
endured seems appropriate here.  
 
The current social transformation of Uganda’s rural villages has engendered a 
new set of terms that have redefined researchers’ understanding of life course 
experiences and how they differ between migrant and native older women, 
particularly in terms of the latter’s social status and access to material and non-
material resources. In Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis, I have clearly shown the 
extent to which native and migrant older women accessed and controlled rural 
base resources, e.g., land. Access was contingent to the amount of capital (in all 
its forms) that a woman had, not by her age. This challenges the dominant 
narratives that consider ‘old age’ (a contested social construct) to be the primary 
defining factor of older women’s survival and life experiences. This 
understanding has been realised by exploration of the different ways in which 
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natives and migrants participate in the agricultural sector, and of their means of 
accumulating capital.  To date, the latter aspect has not been explored within the 
context of Uganda. However, the extent to which the various forms of capital 
were transformed into economic capital was also dependent on the different 
cultural interpretations of poverty, the new economy and other tangible and 
intangible resources, particularly social capital and food as a commodity.  While 
Bourdieu (1986) claims that all forms of capital are convertible into economic 
capital, he is quick to stress that every community determines what it views as 
legitimate capital at a particular period of time. He further claims that some forms 
of capital are affected by the passage of time and, in other instances, by the 
‘definers’ (powerful elite) of capital at that time. 
 
The thesis has also shown that later life experiences are a product of the 
intersectionality of social capital and economic capital, a proposition I have 
supported with my analysis of community associations. Interestingly, more 
migrants than native older women recognised an opportunity to accumulate 
capital through this venue. In other words, they saw it as an opportunity to 
enhanced social and economic connectedness. 
  
Rethinking female ageing and poverty within a rural context 
 
In this section, I present a five-tier pyramidal proposed rural-centric framework 
aimed at enhancing a general understanding of female ageing and poverty within 
a capitalist rural economy. This framework is constructed based on the findings 
of this study as discussed in Chapters 4-6. I have designed this framework 
cognisant of the diversity of rural villages (in all forms) and structural challenges 
that may impact on the ageing populace in different ways. However, irrespective 
of any differences, they all occur within the dual spheres of mutuality and trade 
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that constitute the Ugandan economy.  This framework should be viewed as a 
‘work in progress’. That notwithstanding, it has a great potential to stimulate 
critical political debate about the role of capital intersectionality and 
transformation in shaping female experiences of ageing in rural contexts. As well, 
it promises to advance the rural development agenda in sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
As I have suggested in Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis, my primary aim has been 
to showcase the dominant narratives on rural ageing in Uganda with particular 
focus on a triad I have termed “ROW” (living in a Rural setting, being Older and 
a Woman”). In effect, I maintain that rural ageing experiences are shaped by the 
disadvantage that comes with age. Over the years, a particular narrative has 
emerged that emphasises individual attributes and the circumstances peculiar to 
rural poor women rather than looking at the complex rural structures, systems and 
processes that frame women’s lives and social relations within these contexts. 
Two of the key contributions of this narrative have been: 1) to cogently argue 
these individualistic discourses, and 2) to provide a conceptual framework for 
understanding structural inequalities among rural women.  
 
For the purposes of my argument, I draw upon Gudeman’s economic theory that 
encompasses socialisation and the intersectionality of capitals through a market 
centric focus (Gudeman, 2008). This implies that the framework adopts a neo-
capitalist approach that links the micro and macro structures of the power 
relations experienced by older women. The understanding here is that older 
women’s lived experiences are shaped by power relations across different forms 
of social interaction which either expose them to precarious conditions or to high 
levels of socio-economic connectedness. In this case, the framework has five 
levels of power relations that can be condensed into two main streams of the 
economy, i.e., mutuality and trade. 
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At the mutuality level there is: 1) a precarious level; and 2) risk and uncertainty. 
At the trade level, there is: 3) negotiating class difference; 4) power and privilege; 
and 5) the security level. As I will demonstrate, the trade level has elements of 
mutuality are quite different from the earlier levels.  
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Figure 5: Rural-centric framework for understanding poverty and inequality among older women 
(Source: Author’s illustration)  
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Level 1- Precarious Level  
 
The Precarious Level, the lowest level of the framework, exposes older women to 
adverse experiences of social and material precarity (as I have demonstrated in 
Chapters 4-6 of this thesis). At this level, precarity is not a result of one-off situations 
or conditions; rather, it is a product of older women’s cumulative disadvantage over 
their life-courses. It is, in effect, a process (Alberti, Bessa, Hardy, Trappmann, & 
Umney, 2018). Broader processes, e.g., capitalist agriculture and migration have 
created a situation wherein older women have been pushed into precarity. As well 
as exposing them to disruptive, socio-economic consequences, in the process it has 
created multiple senses of powerlessness, precarity and anxiety stemming from the 
notion of ‘not having what it takes to fit in’. Hence, both native and migrant older 
women, who either lacked the economic resources to compete for land or could no 
longer provide manual casual farm labour due to old-age related frailty, became 
dependent on the goodwill of the community or family support. Those who were 
unable to draw upon these resources found themselves relegated to a level of total 
disconnectedness. I have clearly explicated this chain of events in Chapter 6, 
supported by my network analysis (see Figure 4).  
 
At this precarious level, the primary source of income and social support for ageing 
individuals is the family. This form of familial support is indicative of the local moral 
order that emphasises the need for adult children to take care of their ageing parents 
(see Chapter 2). However, according to the women’s narratives, in contemporary 
society relationships formed around reciprocity, mutuality and collectiveness have 
been impacted by the on-going migration induced cultural and material development 
in rural villages. One effect of this development has been an induced sense of 
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individualism (Berger, 2018). My analysis shows the degree to which this sense of 
individualism was attributable to rivalry between migrants and natives over property 
acquisition, e.g., competition involving the accessing of land, and capital investment 
in community associations. Land was no longer ‘free’; it was available either via 
hire, purchase, and/or competitive conditions. Apropos of membership of 
community associations, the more financial resources one had, the   more wide-
reaching one’s social networks and vice-versa. Regarding the notion of 
individualism, in Chapter 4, I discussed the dynamics of Operation Wealth Creation, 
a government poverty alleviation program that only benefited those who had land 
upon which to keep animals. One woman, whose participation in the project proved 
successful, used the term ‘defeated’ - a term reflecting competition - to describe 
those who lacked land ownership that was a pre-requisite to participating in the 
project. Individualism created a sense of self-interest dictated by market forces that 
engendered a culture of ‘survival of the fittest’ while at the same time diluting 
collectiveness and/or communal good. Furthermore, individualism and material 
development have not only altered how families are viewed, but also the 
relationships that were meant to build old age security (in all its forms) in the absence 
of a welfare system. Due to this level of precariousness, cultural obligations and 
roles such as grandparenting have become sources of distress.  
 
This understanding supports the main argument of this thesis, i.e., that while ageing 
contributes to the shaping of later life experiences, rapid material development and 
cultural transformation have important roles to play. Aboderin (2004) attributes the 
dwindling of family material support to the emergence of individualistic attitudes 
and practices, and to the demise of the extended family. However, in the context of 
migrant women who left their home countries without family, this situation proved 




Clearly, one can detect a gradual degeneration of social capital at this level. 
Unfortunately, alternatives such as attending the Pentecostal church (religious 
capital) create additional forms of power and social inequality. Older women 
become compelled to consume ‘salvation goods’ (e.g., the belief that they have a 
personal relationship with God) that reinforce their positions of powerlessness. I 
utilise the term ‘powerlessness’ here in the sense that some women fail to focus on 
the structural nature of their poverty and instead pray for ‘miracles’. However, this 
religious socialisation and connectedness risks reinforcing precarity given its 
dependence on: 1) a fluid population, and 2) one’s mobility to attend.  Of policy 
concern at this level is the need to invest in state-supported social protection 
programs, and in activities that can establish new streams of social capital that are 
sheltered from the market forces. Clearly, the markets will not save older women at 
this precarious level; but government programs may prove effective.  
 
Level 2 - Risk and Uncertainty  
 
At this level, reciprocity plays a fundamental role in the lives of some of the older 
women, particularly the native women. Faced with the task of coping with the effects 
of daily life transformations precipitated by the new market economy, native and 
migrant women opted to employ alternative approaches, local cultural strategies for 
example. In the process of utilising their cultural capital, some older women - 
particularly migrant older women, worked as casual farm labourers. Native older 
women utilised their indigenous knowledge and skills in various ways that ensured 
meaningful lives for both themselves and the community. However, those older 
women, whose future wellbeing would be contingent to their ‘fragile cultural 
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capital’, risked becoming impoverished. Here I use the term ‘fragile’ for two 
reasons: 1) to show how capitalism constrains one’s imagination; that is, how it has 
a proclivity to invite the negative perception  that some forms of local cultural 
capital, e.g., indigenous knowledge, cannot play a significant role in poverty 
alleviation and the reduction of inequality in later life; and, 2) to show how cultural 
capital is linked to the owner (Medvetz & Sallaz, 2018).  
 
At this stage of risk and uncertainty, I ask the following key question: “How do the 
local cultural practices and knowledge fit within the new economy?”  The new rural 
economy privileges certain forms of cultural capital, e.g., the organising of labour. 
Its propagators claim that indigenous knowledge lacks the requisite economic 
potential for rural development. Gudeman (2008), utilising a political economy lens, 
observes that repositioning trade in the sphere of mutuality can give rise to questions 
regarding what counts as capital or market worthy. This not only increases the risk 
of economic exclusion of older women, but also encourages the formation of class 
structures between native and migrant older women based on forms of cultural 
capital that satisfy the demands of the market, not the needs of the people. However, 
not all older women are privileged to have capital at level 2 on the mutuality scale. 
This understanding offers a different dimension within which to articulate poverty 
other than those of ageing and rural living. Within such a context, rethinking ageing 
and poverty in the rural development discourse calls for privileging cultural capital 






Level 3 - Negotiating class difference (Intersectionality of capital) 
 
Based on evidence provided by older native and migrant older women, those who 
survived the two lower levels of the framework tended to reduce the risk of social 
isolation and income insecurity by entering the market environment. This is the level 
at which older women found themselves in situations of pooling their capital (land, 
labour, food, social networks) to resist any negative effects ensuing from the new 
cultural and material developments that were transforming the country’s rural 
villages.  
 
This was effected via group processes that encouraged the intersectionality of capital 
through membership of community development associations. Within this milieu, 
social capital was constructed around notions of trust and common interest that bind 
women together and help them to challenge emergent capitalist forces. What became 
evident at this level was the fact that social connectedness is a product of class 
relations. Older women’s membership of the different community development 
associations reflected the amount of material resources they could access and 
control. In effect, it was a process of negotiating class differences. The way this 
reconstructs our understanding of class differences among older women is illustrated 
by Bourdieu (1986) who stresses that social capital takes two forms, i.e., social 
networks and sociability. The point I want to emphasise here is that while one may 
belong to a community association, this form of social capital can only be sustained 
by endless efforts to support sociability which, in itself, involves economic capital. 





As I have shown in Chapter 6, while one may view these associations as an avenue 
for resisting the negative effects of capitalism, the practical result is often the reverse. 
While older women are encouraged to adopt capitalist practices and to learn market 
dynamics, in the process they risk perpetuating inequality. Due to their often 
impoverished circumstances, women cannot make equal contributions in the form 
of capital to the aforesaid associations. Many become ensnared in a process of 
negotiating class difference. Those with substantial forms of capital, e.g., land and/or 
large fields for harvesting, have more power and privilege. This stage of the 
framework is complex. Older women find themselves oscillating between the 
different levels due to having insufficient forms of capital to meet the demands of 
the market.  
 
What this suggests is that the sphere of mutuality - in the form of membership of 
community associations (social capital) - is a determinant for economic inclusion. 
However, the reverse is also true. Ranking ageing within a rural context requires one 
to view social capital not just as having a network of socially supportive people, but 
rather how it can be transformed into economic capital that will create power and 
privilege.  
 
Level 4 - Power and Privilege: Capital transformation 
 
The process of capital transformation formed the bedrock of older women’s power 
and privilege, a level closely linked to level 3 of the theoretical framework discussed 
above. At this level, older women were involved in a constant struggle to challenge 
and resist the forces of capitalism by participating in seasonal agriculture on hired 
farmland. However, within this milieu they found themselves challenged by male 
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dominance of the ‘land market’. This unwelcome intervention translated into 
patriarchal interaction with the economic class, the aim being to disadvantage 
‘resourceless’ older women. At this level, one can see how the spheres of mutuality 
and trade intertwine. Older women reported that the hiring of farmland was not only 
dependent upon having the money to do so, but was also part of a network that 
engaged in the same practice of land use. This, by extension, perpetuated the 
inequalities that persist between the migrants and the native women. 
 
Older women had an unfortunate tendency to ‘fall between the cracks’ of policies 
and laws, in particular customary law that enhanced cultural constraints. This law 
prohibited them from owning land and property, two prerequisites for capital 
transformation for the purposes of achieving social and economic security in later 
life. As both native and migrant interlocutors revealed, they felt compelled to engage 
in exploitative practices. For example, they hired land from male landlords in 
unregulated environments, seeing it as a way of fitting into the sphere of rural 
development. However, hiring land is not sustainable in a free market economy that 
requires accumulation of property; thus, it contributes little to the promotion of rural 
development. It risks resulting in rural development consumed by unequal gender 
relations. In other words, it has a propensity to undermine older women’s material 
independence in later life. If rural development targets poor women, it should do so 
in ways that will benefit them, elevate them to a level of economic independence. 
However, many among the older women have reverted to the levels of risk and 
uncertainty (see the dotted red arrow on the framework). 
 
Much as we are cognisant of the fact that the forces of capitalism will inevitably 
increase inequality, what becomes evident here is that policies matter.  They are 
gender sensitive and will deal fairly with cultural constraints to property ownership 
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that limit older women’s welfare. If the government of Uganda fails to reform the 
laws and policies determining women’s right to land ownership and property, it is 
making a mockery of gender equality and the highly advocated notion of active and 
healthy ageing. Level 4 of this proposed theoretical framework, which is committed 
to understanding poverty and inequality in later life, has clearly revealed what we 
know but choose to ignore; that is, the most complex macro-level structures need to 
be at the centre of the rural development discourses if development is approved for 
the rural poor. 
 
Level 5 – Security: Socio-economic connectedness 
 
This level, which is the highest on the pyramid, is the stage at which the achievement 
of social and economic connectedness facilitates a sense of security in later life. 
However, given the conditions pertinent to the new capitalist rural economy that 
require the accumulation of capital, older women find it difficult to achieve this level 
without ownership of land. This level can only be attained and sustained through 
ownership of property. As I demonstrate in my network analysis (see Figure 4, 
Chapter 6), community development associations have emerged as the only 
‘temporary’ means of attaining this level. While I do not refute the power of this 
form of social capital to improve income security, I recognise that it offers only 
temporary security for those advancing in age. Community associations require 
one’s physical presence and mobility. Here I suggest examination of the capacity of 
community development associations to empower older women in terms of 
accessing and controlling productive resources. Any investigation, however, should 







In this section, I draw upon the argument I have presented to suggest four 
interconnected policy recommendations aimed at improving the lives of rural-
dwelling older women. I advocate the following: 1) recognition of the native-migrant 
divide; 2) integrating gender and women’s lived experiences with the rural 
development agenda; 3) policy reform of women’s right to land and property 
ownership; and, 4) inclusion and recognition of social capital and indigenous 
knowledge (cultural capital) not only as drivers of older women’s well-being but 
also as factors of production within the rural development agenda. 
 
The findings of this study have revealed a significant level of diversity among the 
female ageing population in Uganda’s rural villages. The first recommendation is to 
explore the native-migrant divide. I deem it imperative to both recognise and 
integrate the ‘native-migrant’ binary self-identified by older women into policies on 
ageing and rural development. This binary is not only essential to the articulation of 
the cultural distinctions that exists between the migrants and natives that either 
enhance or constrain access to material resources, but it is a basis for understanding 
how such diversity creates new forms of capital necessary but not sufficient for 
poverty alleviation and economic inclusion. 
 
Having said that, the second recommendation, which is based on the emergence of 
the native-migrant binary, is for policy makers to recognise the roles of gender and 
women’s lived experiences/realities in shaping the rural development agendas. 
Particular attention should be paid to the cultural effects of patriarchal practices on 
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women’s subordinate position over their life-courses that were experienced within 
an emergent capitalist agriculture. When women are not legally protected by law in 
matters concerning land ownership, the narrative vis-à-vis engaging them in market-
centric agriculture becomes redundant. In addition, there is a need to develop social 
protection programs that will facilitate a more feasible approach to socio-economic 
inclusion. This is particularly so at the precarious level of the proposed rural-centric 
theoretical framework, the level at which older women rarely have any form of 
capital.  
 
Further to the above, before any rural development plan pertinent to the 
modernisation of agriculture can be counted as benefiting the poor, it must first 
provide evidence of the extent to which the poor control material resources, in this 
case land. The recommendation here is that deliberate effort must be made to ensure 
that older women’s rights, not simply women’s rights to land and property 
ownership, are legally protected with clear provision for the Uganda National Land 
Policy (2013) but outside of customary law. Here I reiterate that customary law is 
designed with the ‘male-default’ in mind (see my discussion in Chapter 2). In a 
society that endorses polygamous marriage, land tenure systems that tie ownership 
of land to marital status leave many older women vulnerable following the deaths of 
their spouses.  Hence the need to think of and devise strategies that divorce older 
women’s social and economic status from cultural practices that promote gender 
inequality. 
 
In addition, older women’s stories have revealed the importance of social capital at 
the different stages of their lives, and how its absence exacerbates inequality. In 
effect, this means that there is need to insure older women against the risks of loss 
of social capital because the market cannot do that for them. Furthermore, cultural 
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capital in all its forms must be recognised and included in any rural development 
agenda that aims to alleviate poverty. To be more specific, my focus here is upon 
indigenous knowledge. I am arguing that we are destined to experience: 1) failure of 
rural development and sustainable prosperity; and, 2) poor ageing outcomes if we 
let the markets shape the lives of older women at the expense of the skills and 
knowledge they possess. Here I am cognisant of the fact that for decades rural 
development in Uganda has been driven by western models of modernisation. In 
other words, it is development dictated from the ‘outside’ and delivered from the top 
without input from its target at the bottom. This form of development has ‘come to 
haunt women in their later lives’ in an environment wherein they must negotiate the 
validity of their knowledge and skills for purposes of addressing their needs. Thus, 
deliberate effort must be made to decolonise rural development if we are genuine 
about ‘rescuing’ older women from the margins. 
 
At this point I am confident that policy narratives addressing poverty and rural 
development programs can only achieve the desired outcomes for older women 
through articulation of the vital role played by the two core ingredients of the 
economy, i.e., mutuality and trade (capital formation and transformation) that shape 
their realities. This is not only because it seems the correct thing to do, but because 
it is the definer of the context in which ageing occurs. In addition, we are aware that 
the genuine development of people and the economy is embedded in the dialectical 
forces of what Gudeman terms these two ‘realms. As Gudeman (2008) observes: 
“[N]either realm persists without the other” (p.95). In rural contexts, social 
relationships formed around community development associations shape the ways 
and spaces within which trade activities happen and, by extension, the resultant 
levels of [dis]connectedness. This understanding enables the advancement of the 
dual notions of active and healthy ageing and ageing in place. I suggest that this has 
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been clearly demonstrated throughout this thesis, and in the proposed theoretical 
framework for rethinking rural ageing.  
 
Amid the current social transformation occurring in Uganda’s rural villages, there is 
a need for deliberate efforts to systematically organise and align the various socio-
cultural and political structures, drawing on policy reforms that will allow older 
women to interact, engage in trade, acquire legitimate right to land ownership and, 
buoyed by a sense of security, to invest in rural development projects. In the absence 
of such policy reforms, we risk reinforcing the marginalisation of those women who 
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